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NOTE ON THE SOURCES 


For theologians and philosophers who died after about 900 
the primary source is their own works, and these are now 
relatively easy of access. Many of the most important works 
are now in printed editions, and these are continually being 
added to. There are also much wider facilities for obtaining 
photographic reproductions of manuscripts. Carl Brockel- 
mann’s Geschichte der arabischen Literatur (see Biblio- 
graphy) aimed at providing a complete list of manuscripts 
and printed editions; but of course it has nothing after its 
date of publication (1943, 1949). It is in process of being 
supplemented and brought up to date by Fuat Sezgin’s 
Geschichte des arabischen Schrifttums, but that is progress- 
ing only slowly. Details of printed books and of important 
articles, sometimes with brief descriptions, are contained in 
the Abstracta which constitute the second half of each 
annual volume of the Revue des études islamiques. | 

For the earlier period only a few complete works exist, and 
these mostly short, though further discoveries are made 
from time to time. Much reliance has thus to be placed on 
the secondary information derived from historians and other 
writers, and notably from the heresiographers (writers of 
accounts of the sects}. The secondary sources have to be 
handled cautiously and critically, especially since thenames 
of the sects were originally nicknames and could be used 
differently by different people. It has also to be realized that 
the material in the best-known works of heresiography 
comes from Mu'tazilite and Ash‘arite sources, and that in 
other strands of Islamic theology many points were viewed 
differently. In my book The Formative Period of Islamic 
Thought I attempted a radical critique of the sources for the 
early period, and I will here assume that this is accepted. I 
will also omit detailed references to matters dealt with in 
the Formative Period. The German translation of this work 
has some smal] additions which take account of material 
published after the English version went to print, notably 
some works of Professor Josef van Ess of Tiibingen dealing 
with the Murji’ites and the Qadarites. The same volume also 
contains a section on ‘Islamische Theologie, 950-1850’, 
which is parallel to the second half of the present book. 
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say what is politics and what theology. Nevertheless, apart from the 
‘false prophets’ who inspired the revolts, known as the Ridda or 
‘apostasy’, from about 632 to 634, no theological element is discern- 
ible in the political conflicts within the Islamic state until just before 
the beginning of the Umayyad period. This was not due, either, to the 
absence of strife and tension. The rivalry between the two main tribes 
of Medina continued almost to the time of Muhammad’s death; in 
the appointment of a successor the jealousy of the Medinans towards 
the Meccans came to light; in the wars of ‘apostasy’ certain nomadic 
tribes were opposing the Medinans, Meccans and certain other no- 
madic tribes; and the accession of ‘Ali brought into the open a clash 
of interests between at least three different groups of Meccans. 

A theological factor first comes into contact with politics in 
certain disputes which took place among the followers of ‘Ali. These 
were mostly men from nomadic tribes, now settled in military camp- 
towns in Iraq; and the disputes occurred when ‘Ali, after defeating 
one group of Meccan opponents in a battle near Basra, was trying to 
collect a sufficient army to meet his more serious rival, Mu‘awiya, 
who had at his disposal the army occupying Syria. Among the troops 
under ‘Ali’s command were some who were deeply attached to him; 
they are said to have sworn that they would be ‘friends of those whom 
he befriended and enemies of those to whom he was hostile’. In other 
words, these men believed that a leader or imam such as ‘Ali could 
make no mistakes and do no wrong. The opposing group not merely 
thought that ‘Ali was capable of making mistakes, but regarded him 
as actually in error because he was not sufficiently definite in his 
support of those responsible for the murder of ‘Uthm4n. This second 
group considered themselves in a sense the spiritual descendants of 
the men who had killed ‘Uthman (though there does not appear 
to have been much personal continuity). ‘Uthm4n, they held, had 
sinned in that he had not punished the crime of a prominent member 
of his administration; and by this sin he had forfeited the privileges 
that went with membership of the community, thereby rendering it 
not merely no sin but even a duty for Muslims to kill him. 

There were probably many men in ‘Ali’s army whose views came 
somewhere between these extremes; but it is the extremes that are 
important for the later theological developments. The two groups 
described are in fact the beginnings of the two great sects of the 
Shi‘ites and the Kharijites. The Shi‘ites derive their name from the 
fact that they are par excellence the ‘party’ | shi‘a), that is, of ‘Ali. The 
Kharijites (in Arabic usually Khawarij, singular Khariji) were so 
called because they ‘went out’ or ‘seceded’ ( kharajii), first from ‘Ali 
and then from Mu‘awiya and the Umayyads. The best-known in- 
stances of such ‘secessions’ are two which occurred while ‘Ali was 
getting ready to march against the army of Syria. The first party, who 
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went to a place called Harira’, returned when ‘Ali met some of their 
grievances; but some of the second party refused to be reconciled and 
were eventually massacred.! The frequency with which the story of 
these events is repeated should not be allowed to obscure the fact that 
there were five other small risings against ‘Ali and about twenty 
during the reign of Mu‘awiya {661—80}. There were also, of course, 
several more serious Kharijite risings at various times during the 
Umayyad period, and some historians have suggested that ‘Kharijite’ 
simply means ‘rebel’; but a study of the theological side of the 
movement will show that this is not so. 

The occurrence of risings under both ‘Ali and Mu‘awiya proves 
that they were not due to personal dislike of the rule of either man, 
but must have resulted from some general features of the situation. 
Reflection suggests what these features were. The men concerned in 
the Kharijite risings were not of Meccan or Medinan origin, but men 
from nomadic tribes. Thirty years earlier these men and their fathers 
had been living the free life of the desert. Now they were caught up 
into the vast organization of the Muslim army. When the campaigns 
were over, they went back not to the familiar desert but to camp- 
cities in Iraq or Egypt. At this early period all Muslims were expected 
to take part in military service, and in return they received a stipend 
from the state. The amount of the stipend varied according to the 
priority of the family in adhesion to Islam. Though there is scope here 
for many economic grievances, there do not appear from the records 
to have been any such. It therefore seems probable that the underlying 
reason for the risings was the general sense of malaise and insecurity 
consequent on the rapid and abrupt changes. It is further probable 
that the incipient Shi‘ite movement is a different response to the 
same sense of malaise and insecurity. 

This hypothesis makes possible an explanation both of the dif- 
ferent responses to the situation of the Shiites and the Kharijites, and 
also of the intense hostility between them. In a time of change, 
insecurity and crisis men tend to look for salvation to the thing in 
their past experience that has proved most fundamental and satis- 
fying ( whether they are fully conscious of what they are doing or not). 
It appears to be a fact that some men believe that salvation {or the 
attainment of the supreme end of human life} is to be found in the 
following of a leader who is endowed with more than human quali- 
ties. Such qualities are usually believed to be the gift of a god, though 
occasionally they may be thought of rather as a natural endowment. 
It is convenient to use the sociological term ‘charismata’ and to speak 
of a ‘charismatic leader’. It also appears to be a fact that other men 
look for salvation not to a leader but to a community possessing 
certain charismata. By being a member of such a community (and by 
doing nothing to forfeit one’s membership) a man attains salvation. 
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The negative form of this belief occurs in the tag: extra ecclesiam 
nulla salus. The positive aspect was prominent in the thought of 
many Musé#fms, for they spoke of the Islamic community as ‘the 
people of Paradise’, implying that all the members would eventually 
attain to Paradise. 

The existence of deep-seated beliefs of this kind explains the 
appearance of the Kharijite and Shi‘ite movements during the caliph- 
ate of ‘Ali. In the stresses and strains of the completely new life into 
which they had been plunged, men were in need of something firm 
and secure. Deep, probably unconscious, impulses made them seek 
this security, some by following a leader with the charisma of infalli- 
bility, others by trying to ensure that the community of which they 
were members was a charismatic one. For the first group the old Arab 
belief that special qualities of character were handed down in certain 
families justified them in taking ‘Ali as a leader of infallible wisdom, 
even when his actual political decisions were hardly in accordance 
with this belief. The second group had a certain advantage in that the 
community of Muslims had undoubtedly been founded by a divinely 
inspired prophet and possessed a way of life supernaturally revealed 
to it; to ensure that this community remained the people of Paradise, 
however, it was necessary, some of them felt, that those who broke 
the rules should be excluded from it. In this way there arose the 
distinctive Kharijite tenet that those who have committed a grave 
sin are thereby excluded from the community. Positively the Kharij- 
ites were seeking security in the knowledge that the community to 
which they belonged was a supernatural or charisrnatic one. 

Further reflection along these lines shows why there was such 
bitterness between Kharijites and Shi‘ites. For both groups the ques- 
tion was one of whether they were going to attain salvation or realize 
their supreme end; one might say roughly that it was a matter of life 
and death. In this situation the beliefs of each group contradicted 
those of the other; and so each group was in the position of preventing 
the other from attaining salvation. The Kharijites, not convinced of | 
the infallibility of the leader, saw rather that he might make a mis- 
take and thereby lead the whole community into a course of action 
which would cause them to forfeit their status as people of Paradise. 
The Shi‘ites, on the other hand, were horrified at the prospect that 
ordinary uninspired members of the community might, by their 
interpretation of its scriptures (which the Shi‘ites did not regard as 
infallible}, cause the inspired leader to adopt a course of action which 
he knew to be wrong. In this way each group’s chance of salvation, as 
they saw it, was endangered by the other group. It is not surprising 
that there was bitter hostility between them. 

What has been said so far is fairly well established. When it 
comes, however, to the question why some men should turn to the 
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charismatic leader and others to the charismatic community, there is 
an explanation that can be given, but for the moment it must be 
regarded as a hypothesis needing further examination, (chiefly by 
comparing parallel instances in other cultures). It is conceivable that 
the two reactions to the same situation are due to ultimate and 
fundamental differences in the human constitution; but this is a 
dubious theory with serious consequences, and so it is preferable, if it 
can be done, to explain the differences by hereditary or environmen- 
tal factors. There are two points which help towards an explanation. 

The first point is that there are resemblances between the little 
groups of Kharijite rebels and the effective units of nomadic society. 
In the risings during the reigns of ‘Ali and Mu ‘awiya we are usually 
told the number of men involved, and it varies between thirty and 
five hundred, with an average of about two hundred. They did not 
retire to the desert, so far as we can judge, but merely withdrew to a 
safe distance from the towns of Iraq, and presumbly kept themselves 
alive by raiding or by levying food from the countryside, until a 
government force suppressed them. Each little band presumably re- 
garded itself as the core of the community of genuine Muslims, 
though not denying that there were genuine Muslims apart from the 
band. Most other men, however, were not genuine Muslims and 
therefore could be killed with impunity. Thus in various ways the 
little revolting bands were creating a form of life not unlike that of the 
divisions of a nomadic tribe. It was not exactly regression to desert 
conditions, for the basis of the Kharijite group was religion and not 
kinship. Yet it is significant that the Khdarijites, like the nomads in 
earlier days, became noted for their skill as poets and orators; and, 
despite their Islamic faith, the sentiments expressed in their poems 
are close to those of the pagan nomads. 

The second point to be noted is that, when one asks to which 
tribes the early Shi'ites and Kharijites belonged, a definite difference 
is found. The difference is not absolute, for a great many tribes are 
mentioned on both sides; but what can be asserted is that {1} a 
significant proportion of the early Shi'ites came from the tribes of 
South Arabia, and (2) the doctrinally important individuals and sects 
among the Kharijites {during the Umayyad period as a whole) were 
mainly from three northem tribes. Moreover, there does not seem to 
be anything in the history of the period from 622 to 656 to explain this 
difference of reaction. The northern tribes as a whole had been earlier 
in joining the Muslim raids into Iraq; but at least one tribe prominent 
among the Shi'ites had shared in the early raids. ‘Ali had been sent by 
Muhammad to perform special duties in South Arabia, but there is no 
mention of his gaining the special affection of the people. Whether 
the environments from which the members of these tribes came had 
been deeply influenced by Judaism or Monophysite or Nestorian 
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Christianity is a point that could be further investigated; but, even if 
some such influence can be proved, it does not look like giving the 
whole explanation. 

The hypothesis to be put forward is that the difference in re- 
action is due to century-old traditions. The South Arabian tribes 
stood somehow within the tradition of the ancient civilization of that 
region, more than a thousand years old. In this civilization there had 
been divine or semi-divine kings. Even if the Arab tribesmen of the 
seventh century had not themselves lived under kings, they must 
unconsciously have been affected by the tradition, within which it 
had been usual in times of danger to rely on the superhuman leader- 
ship of the king. Because of this they in their time of crisis looked 
about for a leader of this type, and thought they had found one in ‘Ali. 
The members of the northern tribes had not been within the sphere of 
influence of the belief in divine kingship. On the contrary, the normal 
practice in the desert tribes was for all the adult males to be regarded 
as in certain respects equal; and there are traces of ‘democratic 
communities’ of this kind far back in the pre-history of Iraq. Along 
with this practice of equality went a belief that outstanding excel- 
lence belonged to the tribe and the tribal stock, so that merely to have 
the blood of the tribe in one’s veins gave one a place of honour in the 
world. The Arabs of the time just before Muhammad gave this belief a 
this-worldly interpretation; but in the crisis round about 656 it 
would not be surprising if the idea of a small community of genuine 
Muslims evoked a deep unconscious response from those who had 
lived in this ‘democratic’ tradition. This at least is the view that is 
here propounded as a hypothesis.? 


NOTES 

1. See the sources given in notes 2/1, 2/6. 

2. The views expressed in this chapter are formulated with greater 
detail in my previous writings: ‘Shi‘ism under the Umayyads’, 
Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, 1960, 158-72; ‘Kharijite 
Thought in the Umayyad Period’, Der Islam, xxxvi (1961), 215-31; 
‘The Conception of the Charismatic Community in Islam’, Numen, 
vii (1960), 77-90; Islam and the Integration of Society, London 
1961, 94-114. These works are summarized and supplemented in 
my Formative Period, 9-59. 


CHAPTER Two 


THE KHARIJITES 


Mu ‘awiya reigned as universally recognized caliph from 661 to 680. 
His power rested chiefly on the army composed of the Arabs settled in 
Syria, and he made Damascus his capital. In the practice of the 
nomadic Arabs a chief was usually succeeded by the best qualified 
member of his family; primogeniture and even sonship gave no 
special rights. This gave little guidance in arranging for the succes- 
sion to the caliphate. Mu‘awiya tried to have his son Yazid acknow- 
ledged as successor before his own death, but even so there were some 
who did not accept Yazid. The opposition led to a catastrophic civil 
war when Yazid died in 683, leaving only a minor son. ‘Abd-Allah 
ibn-az-Zubayr (or, more simply, [bn-az-Zubayr}, who had defied 
Yazid from Mecca, now gained control of much of Iraq as well as of 
the region of Mecca and Medina. There was widespread confusion, 
and vast tracts of the caliphate were under the effective control of 
neither the Umayyads nor Ibn-az-Zubayr. Under the leadership of a 
member of another branch of the family the Umayyads fought back ; 
in 691 they completed the recovery of Iraq, and before the end of 692 
extinguished the last flames of revolt in Mecca. 

The expansion of the caliphate, which had continued under 
Mu ‘awiya but had been stopped by the civil war, was now resumed. In 
the east the Muslims extended their sway to Central Asia and north- 
west India; while in north Africa they pressed westwards into Mor- 
occo, and in 711 crossed the straits into Spain. To the north there 
were frequent expeditions against the Byzantines, but no permanent 
occupation of territory proved possible. The vastness of the terri- 
tories ruled led to ever-increasing internal tensions, and the clumsy 
administrative machine lumbered along with creaks and groans. 
From about 730 or 735 it must have been clear to acute observers that 
the empire was slowly breaking up, and some of these observers 
attempted, by staging a revolt, to create an alternative government. 
None was successful, however, though they played a part in weaken- 
ing the Umayyads, until eventually in 750 the armies of the ‘Abba- 
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sid movement from the east swept into Iraq, liquidated the Umayyad 
regime, and established the new dynasty of the ‘Abbasids. 

Two Kharijite movements which greatly stimulated theological 
development sprang up and grew to a considerable size during the 
civil war of Ibn-az-Zubayr.! The first of these is the sub-sect of the 
Azragites { Azariqa}, so named from their original leader, Nafi‘ ibn-al- 
Azraq.? Some of the Kharijites from Basra had sympathized with 
Ibn-az-Zubayr (as an opponent of the Umayyads] and had given him 
active help. In time, however, they seem to have realized that, even if 
successful, he would not rule according to their ideas. When Basra 
went over to him in 684, the Azraqites took to the mountains east- 
wards. Though their leader was killed in the following year, they were 
able to increase and maintain their strength, so that for a time (about 
691} they were a threat to Basra. After the end of the civil war the 
Umayyad armies were able to exterminate them (but there are some 
mysterious references to isolated Azraqites in the eastern parts of the 
caliphate at later dates). 

The Azraqites stimulated theological thinking because, with a 
fair measure of logic, they worked out the Khiarijite position to an 
extreme conclusion. The basic principle, which had been formulated 
in Qur’anic words by some of ‘Ali’s followers who disagreed with 
him, was: ‘no decision but God’s’ (Ja hukma illd li-Ilah}, that is, ‘the 
decision is God’s alone’; by this was meant that judgement was to be 
given in accordance with the Quran. This further implied that all 
who had committed a grave sin were destined for Hell and belonged 
to the ‘people of Hell’, since in the Kharijite view this was clearly 
stated in the Qur an. In addition it was held that ‘Uthm4n had sinned 
in not inflicting a punishment prescribed in the Qur'an. 

The Azraqites now went still further, on the ground that the 
existing authorities had also sinned, and asserted that those who did 
not join their band in fighting the existing authorities were sinners. 
The members of their band were the true Muslims; their camp alone 
was the ‘house of Islam’ (dar al-Islam) where Islam was truly ob- 
served. Those who ‘sat still’ at home and did not make the hijra or 
‘migration’ to their camp were sinners and unbelievers, outside the 
community of Islam. This migration, of course, was parallel to the 
hijra of Muhammad from Mecca to Medina in 622. By thus excluding 
from the Islamic community even those Muslims who did not agree 
with them in every detail, they made it lawful to kill such persons, 
and also their wives and children; for according to old Arab usage 
there was no wrong in killing someone not a member of one’s tribe or 
an allied tribe, though it would be unwise to do so if the victim’s tribe 
was strong. This puritanical theology became a justification for sheer 
terrorism, and the Azragites became noted and feared for their wide- 
spread massacres. It is said that when a man went to them and said he 
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wanted to join their band he was given a prisoner to kill; if, as is 
likely, it was a prisoner from the man’s tribe, the killing would break 
his ties with his tribe and attach him irrevocably to the Azraqites. 
Doubtless this happened sometimes, but whether it was a regular 
practice we cannot be certain. 

The second sub-sect that became prominent about the same time 
was the Najdites (Najadat or Najdiyya).3 The nucleus consisted of 
Kharijites from central Arabia (from a district called the Yamama) 
who helped Ibn-az-Zubayr in Mecca, but later retumed to their native 
region and established a form of autonomous rule. From 686 to 692 
their leader was Najda; hence their name. For a time they ruled vast 
tracts of Arabia—more even than Ibn-az-Zubayr—including Bahrein 
and Oman (‘Um4an] on the east coast, and parts of the Yemen and 
Hadramawt in the south and south-west. There were many quarrels 
about the leadership, and after the death of Najda in 692 the sect split 
up, and the parts either disappeared or were suppressed by the Umay- 
yad generals. 

The Najdites originally held views similar to those of the Azraq- 
ites, but their responsibility for governing a large territory made them 
less rigorous in their interpretation. Those who ‘sat still’ and did not 
actively support them were not regarded as unbelievers (and so out- 
side the community) but only as ‘hypocrites’ (mundfiqun). It is also 
reported that they authorized members of their sub-sect who lived 
under non-Kharijite rule to conceal their true opinions—a practice 
known as tagiyya or ‘prudent fear’. Such points show that the Najd- 
ites did not have the same clear line of demarcation between them- 
selves and other Muslims as did the Azraqites. Much of the accounts 
of Najdite views is taken up with legal points of the kind that would 
naturally arise in the administration of a large state; for example, 
there were questions about the treatment of captured women by the 
leaders of an expedition, and about the punishment of isolated cases 
of theft and adultery. 

In what is recorded of Najdite views on such matters we see the 
beginnings of a reconsideration of the Kharijite conception of the true 
Islamic community so as to make allowances for human imperfec- 
tions. The strict Kharijite view, from which the Najdites presumably 
started, was that a man who commits a grave sin belongs to the 
‘people of Hell’. For the Azraqites living in a camp the man guilty of 
theft or adultery could easily be excluded from the camp; but it was 
not easy for the Najdites to banish every thief and adulterer from the 
entire region which they ruled. They may have thought that it was 
not even desirable. This was not due to any moral laxity, for they are 
said to have been strict about wine- -drinking, but presumably to the 
realization that any normal community is bound to contain both 
good and bad. 
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It was necessary, however, to find a theoretical justification for 
the course of action that was practically desirable. This the Najdites 
did by making a distinction between fundamentals in religion and 
non-fundamentals. Among the latter they included novel legal points 
where no official decision had been given. Persistence in theft or 
adultery was regarded as ‘idolatry’ ( shirk), presumably on the ground 
that it implied a false view of the nature of the community and its law 
or way-of-life. This would be one of the fundamentals, and like errors 
in the other fundamentals would involve exclusion from the com- 
munity and inclusion in the ‘people of Hell’. Isolated lapses into theft 
or adultery, however, were not regarded as affecting fundamentals. 
The common view that thieves and adulterers went to Hell had 
therefore to be modified. The Najdites allowed that God might pun- 
ish them, but insisted that, if he did so, it would not be in Hell, and 
that he would eventually admit them to Paradise. Thus membership 
of the community and soundness on fundamentals led to salvation, 
to Paradise. 

While the Azraqites and Najdites were facing the problems of 
autonomous Kharijite rule, there was a body of moderate Kharijites in 
Basra who were concemed rather with the problems of living under 
non-Kharijite Muslim rule. This body of pious men, with little direct 
interest in politics, seems to have been in existence throughout the 
reign of Mu‘awiya. Some of them helped Ibn-az-Zubayr in Mecca fora 
time; after 684 they accepted, perhaps actively supported, his lieu- 
tenant in Basra, and in due course also accepted the Umayyad gover- 
nor. Unfortunately our information about these people is slight. 
There appears to have been intense theological activity in Basra about 
this time, during which the foundations of most later Islamic theo- 
logy were laid, but we have only tantalizing glimpses of it. It is 
possible, however, to say something about the chief questions dis- 
cussed. | 

The main problem was how to justify the acceptance by Kharij- 
ites of a non-Kharijite government. It had been customary for Mus- 
lims to distinguish between the ‘sphere of Islam’ (ddr al-islam) and 
the ‘sphere of war’ ( ddr al-harb) ; the former was where the sovereign 
ruled according to Islamic principles, the latter was where there was 
no such sovereign and where it was the duty of Muslims to fight if 
success seemed possible. Neither of these descriptions fitted the 
position of the moderate Kharijites in Basra. Some therefore spoke of 
themselves as being in the ‘sphere of prudent fear’, in which they had 
to conceal their true opinions. This was associated with the view that 
non-Kharijites were ‘unbelievers’ and ‘idolaters’ (kdfirtin, mushri- 
kiin). As time went on, however, it began to seem paradoxical to 
apply the term ‘idolaters’ to upright God-fearing Muslims who dif- 
fered from them on a few points. Some therefore allowed that these 
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were at least ‘monotheists’ and that they themselves were living in 
the ‘sphere of monotheism’. Yet others spoke of their sphere as that of 
‘mixing’, and apparently held that, because the government is neither 
pagan nor strictly Islamic, some things cannot be precisely stated, 
and a measure of compromise, or rather of indefiniteness and in- 
decision, is necessary. 

One of the questions to which much attention was given was 
that of the marriage of believing women (that is, Kharijites) to ‘un- 
believers’ (that is, non-Kharijites}, or—what really amounted to the 
same thing-—-the sale of believing slave-girls to unbelievers. This 
raised in a serious form the problem of the relation of the small 
community of tmme believers {as they considered it) to the wider 
community of ordinary ‘unbelieving’ Muslims. According to the 
Qur’4n a Muslim woman might not marry any but a Muslim man; in 
other words, her marriage had to be within the community. Since the 
purchaser of a slave-girl was entitled to have marital relations with 
her, the sale of a slave-girl to an ‘unbeliever’ made a breach of the 
Qur’anic rule likely. The story is told of a man called Ibrahim who 
was kept waiting by a slave-girl and vowed he would sell her to the 
bedouin. Another member of his sect challenged him, but the major- 
ity seems to have gone with Ibrahim. That is to say, they decided that 
they were in some sense members of the wider community. In mak- 
ing this decision they were coming near to abandoning the original 
Kharijite conception of a ‘community of saints’, which committed no 
grave sins and held all the right views. 

Among the politically quiescent Kharijites of Basra is a small 
group called the Wagifites (Wagqifiyya, Waqifa). Their name means 
‘those who suspend judgement’. They were not important in them- 
selves, but they merit attention because they mark a transitional 
stage between the Kharijites and the Murji’ites (Murji’a}, who will be 
described in chapter 4. It has been noticed above how some even of 
the morally stricter Kharijites, because they felt that a single lapse 
into theft or adultery did not deserve to be punished by exclusion 
from the community, were forced to say that the persons guilty of 
these crimes would not be punished in Hell. In a sense, then, they 
were playing down the importance of immoral or anti-social conduct. 
This was inevitable because of their rigid distinction between the 
‘people of Paradise’ and the ‘people of Hell’; and that distinction was 
part of the communalistic way of thinking natural to the Arabs. For 
the pre-Islamic Arab the courage of an individual man had not been 
simply his own, but also in a sense his tribe’s; it was only possible for 
him to be courageous because he came of courageous stock. The 
morality of the nomadic Arabs was dominated by loyalty to kin, that 
is, to one’s tribe or clan or family; on behalf of a kinsman almost 
anything was permitted. This communalistic way of thinking is 
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finding expression in those Kharijites who emphasized the corporate 
unity of the ‘people of Paradise’ at the expense of certain points of 
individual morality. In so doing they were going against the more 
individualistic outlook of the Qur’an, according to which each man 
as an individual has to answer for his own sins on the Day of Judge- 
ment. 

The distinctive position of the Wagqifites was that they suspen- 
ded judgement on such questions as whether slave-girls should be 
sold to ‘unbelievers’. In effect they were saying that it is impossible 
for men to draw a clear dividing-line between the ‘people of Paradise’ 
and the ‘people of Hell’. This further enabled them to insist that 
wrongdoers should be punished but not excluded from the commun- 
ity, on the ground that a human being was unable to know their 
ultimate fate and so had to suspend judgement on it. In this way they 
countered the tendency to minimize the seriousness of crime and 
wrongdoing. Thus the Wagifites and other Kharijites thinking along 
similar lines were preparing the way for the later Sunnite conception 
of the Islamic community. They managed to retain something of the 
old Arab communal outlook and communal feeling, and to attach to 
the Islamic community as a whole the values formerly attached by 
the nomad to his tribe. At the same time they made provision for the 
maintenance of law and order that was essential for the survival of a 
large civilized community. It is hardly possible to over-estimate the 
importance of the theological discussions in Basra in the period from 
about 690 to 730. It was here that the foundations of all later Islamic 
theology were laid. Why theology should have developed in Iraq, 
especially Basra, rather than in Syria, Egypt or even Medina, is not 
clear; but it is a fact, and it is worthy of being further pondered. 

Perhaps the most important contribution of the Kharijites to the 
development of Islamic thought and Islamic civilization was their 
insistence that the life ef,the community and the decisions of its 
rulers must be based on the Qur’an. Presumably many Muslims 
agreed with this in theory, but the Kharijites were prepared to stand 
up to the governmental authorities in defence of their view. Had they 
not felt so strongly about this, the empire might well have gone back 
to pre-Islamic principles and developed into a secular Arab state. The 
point was eventually accepted by the whole community in the form 
of the doctrine that all social and political life must be based on the 
Shari‘a or revealed divine law. To the Qur'an, however, as a source of 
our knowledge of the Shari‘a, the main body added another, namely, 
Muhammad’s sunna or standard practice as recorded in sound Had- 
ith, taking his acts and words to be based on the divine ‘wisdom’ 
(hikmma) given to him according to several verses of the Qur’an.* 

There continued to be manifestations of Kharijism of various 
kinds after 700. In the closing decades of Umayyad rule there were 
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several risings involving larger numbers of men than the risings 
against Mu ‘awiya, but, though these were nominally attached to one 
or other of the more moderate sub-sects, none contributed appre- 
ciably to the development of theology. Khdarijite doctrines also came 
to be held by various groups in the Arabian peninsula, North Africa 
and elsewhere.* As a result more or less durable states were consti- 
tuted in two regions, both based on the Ibadite form of Kharijism.® 
From 777 to 909 the Rustamid dynasty united all the Ibadites of 
North Africa from a centre in westem Algeria, while in 793 the 
Ibadites of Oman established a polity which has continued to exist to 
the present day, though not without some periods of eclipse. The 
existence of these states led to modifications of Ibadite doctrine, to 
make it a suitable basis for a permanent community, and not just fora 
rebel band; but their arguments had ceased to be of interest to the 
main body of Muslims. The small Ibadite states were thus able to 
preserve their form of life in almost complete isolation from the 
world around them, thanks to their professing a distinctive doctrine, 
and the doctrine, instead of being the basis for the life of the whole 
Islamic community, became the instrument of cohesion and distinc- 
tive identity for various smal] groups. Meanwhile the important 
doctrines which had characterized the earliest Kharijites—their con- 
ception of the true Islamic community and their insistence that its 
life should be based on the Qur’4n—had, after being purged of unsatis-. 
factory aspects, been taken up by other Muslims, while the main 
theological discussions had moved away from the topics to which 
other special Kharijite doctrines were relevant. 


NOTES 
1, Julius Wellhausen, The Religio-political Factions in Early Islam, 
Amsterdam 1975 ; translation {with additional notes) by R. C. Ostle 
of the German original, Géttingen 1901; thoroughly studies the 
Sunnite historical sources for the Kharijites and Shi ‘ites under the 
Umayyads. The main risings are also described in Wellhausen’s 
The Arab Kingdom and its Fall, Calcutta 1927. 
EI?, art. Azarika (R. Rubinacci}; Formative Period, 20-3. 
Formative Period, 23-5. 
See below, ch.o. 
L. Veccia Vaglieri, ‘Le vicende del Harigismo in epoca abbaside’, 
Rivista degli Studi Orientali, xxiv (1944), 31-44; Watt, ‘The Signi- 
ficance of Kharijism under the ‘Abbasids’, Recherches d’Islam- 
ologie (Anawati-Gardet Festschrift], Louvain 1978, 381-7. 
6. EI?, art. Ibadiyya (T. Lewicki]. Kharijite (Ibadite) sources have 
been studied with interesting results by Italian scholars in Naples; 
see references in E[?, art. ‘Ali b. Abi Talib (Veccia Vaglieri). . 


Yay 


13 


CHAPTER THREE 


THE EARLY SHIITES 


Although the Shi'ites and the Kharijites were at opposite poles theo- 
logically for most of the Umayyad period, and were in this way 
complementary, their history was altogether different. Among the 
Shi‘ites there were none of the intellectual debates that took place in 
Kharijite circles in Basra. For much of the time Shi‘ism was quies- 
cent, and anything that was happening was happening under the 
surface. Then suddenly, when a leader appeared, there would be an 
explosion. This is perhaps inevitable in amovement which places the 
emphasis on the leader.? 

On the death of ‘Ali in 661 some of his followers were inclined to 
support the claims of al-Hasan, the son of ‘Ali and Muhammad’s 
daughter Fatima; but al-Hasan had no political ability or ambition, 
and readily gave up his claims in retum for the payment of a substan- 
tial sum of money by Mu ‘awiya. In the troubled period following the 
death of the latter in 680 al-Hasan’s full brother al-Husayn was 
encouraged to lead a revolt in Iraq. The promised support was not 
forthcoming, but al-Husayn and his small] band could not be prevailed 
on to surrender and were eventually massacred by a vastly superior 
army at Kerbela (Karbala’) in October 680. These tragic events are 
still annually commemorated by Shi‘ites with a kind of Passion Play 
during the month of Muharram—the Arabic month in which the 
original disaster occurred. In 684 in the confusion of the civil war a 
group of men from Kufa calling themselves the Penitents raised an 
army of 4,000 men, not only to show their penitence but also to 
avenge al-Husayn. When they marched against an Umayyad force, 
however, they were utterly defeated. Thus the beginning of the Shi ‘ite 
movement was a series of political failures. 

The next event in Shi‘ite history is slightly more successful 
and, apart from that, of great significance. This is the rising of al- 
Mukhtar in Kufa from 685 to 687. Up to this time all the Shr ‘ites, or at 
least all the prominent Shi‘ites, had been Arabs. In Kufa, however, 
al-Mukhtar was also joined by mawali or ‘clients’ and, because of 
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tension between the Arabs and the clients, was more and more forced 
to rely on the latter. Though the rising was crushed by Ibn-az-Zubayr’s 
general, it had sufficient success to give the clients the idea that they 
had a certain amount of political power if they wielded it aright. A 
man could become a client in various ways, but the clients intended 
in this context are probably all non-Arab Muslims, A member of one 
of the protected communities of Christians, Jews, etc., on becoming a 
Muslim left his own community and was attached as client to an 
Arab tribe { presumably because the Islamic community was regarded 
as a federation of Arab tribes}. This was an inferior status, however, in 
some respects, and as more non-Arabs became Muslims there was a 
growing volume of dissatisfaction with it and a demand for equality. 
The clients attracted to Shi‘ism appear to have included both persons 
from the older strata of the population of Iraq (who may be called 
Aramaeans) and persons of Persian stock. In the Persian empire under 
- the Sasanian dynasty Iraq had been persianized somewhat, while 
Aramaean culture had spread in Persia proper. In Iraq there was a long 
tradition of divine kingship, and it would therefore be natural for the 
Aramaeans in particular to adhere to an Islamic sect which empha- 
sized charismatic leadership. There were many Persians among the 
Shi'ites during the Umayyad period, but it must be borne in mind that 
the close identification of Shi‘ism with Persia only dates from the 
sixteenth century. Nevertheless the rising of al-Mukhtar is an impor- 
tant stage in the development of Islami as a religion, because from this 
time onwards Shi‘ism was linked with the political grievances and 
aspirations of non-Arab Muslims. 

For fifty years after the death of al-Mukhtar in 687 there was no 
overt political activity among the Shiites, though Shrite religious 
ideas were doubtless spreading quietly beneath the surface. There are 
frequent references to the sub-sect which supported al-Mukhtar, 
though they are called not Mukhtarites but Kaysanites.? This is 
doubtless a nickname intended to emphasize their non-Arab charac- 
_ ter, since Kaysan was a prominent client. As signs of collapse became 
evident in the Umayyad regime, the Shi‘ites appear once more on the 
political stage. Two leaders were executed in Kufa in 737 and another 
in 742, all suspected of organizing an underground resistance. In 740 
there was a serious insurrection under a great-great-grandson of 
Muhammad called Zayd, but it was quickly suppressed. Still more 
serious for the Umayyads was the revolt of ‘Abd-Allah ibn-Mu ‘Aawiya, 
a great-grandson of Muhammad’s cousin Ja‘far; this lasted from 744 
to 747. Finally, the movement which replaced the Umayyads by the 
‘Abbasids had much Shr‘ite support, and on the religious side might 
be regarded as primarily a manifestation of Shi‘ism. It remains to look 
at the theological developments accompanying these external 
events.3 
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The first point to be made is that although, as the sources suggest, 
there may have been widespread sympathy for the Shi'ite position, 
this position itself was still extremely vague. In particular there was 
no general recognition that the imams later acknowledged by the 
Imamite and Ism4‘tlite branches of Shi‘ism, the descendants of al- 
Husayn, son of ‘Ali, had any special status or special gifts. The 
tendency was rather to consider that the charismata requisite for the 
position of imam belonged potentially to all members of Muham- 
mad’s clan of Hashim, whether descended from Muhammad through 
Fatima or not. (Descent from Muhammad never in fact was promi- 
nent in Shi‘ite claims, but at most secondary, since the position of 
‘Ali was independent of this.) Thus al-Mukhtar claimed that he was 
acting on behalf of the imam Muhammad ibn-al- Hanafiyya (‘the son 
of the Hanafite woman’), a son of ‘Ali but not by Fatima. Some held 
that the imam after him was his son, Abu-H4shim. A small group for 
a time took as imam a great-grandson of al-Hasan, known as Muham- 
mad the Pure Soul (an-Nafs az-Zakiyya). The rising under the great- 
grandson of Ja‘far (Muhammad’s cousin and ‘Ali’s brother) has al- 
ready been mentioned. Finally, the ‘Abbasids at first claimed to have 
inherited the imamate from Muhammad ibn-al-Hanafiyya and Abi- 
Hashim, but at a later date ( officially fom about 780) asserted instead 
that the true imam after the Prophet was his uncle al-‘Abbas, who 
was of course their ancestor. 

Complementary to this acceptance of a variety of men as having 
the divinely given qualities needed for leadership of the Islamic 
community there is the fact that no group of importance recognized 
the descendants of al-Husayn as having any special position. For later 
Shi‘ite theory the first three rightful imams of the community after 
Muhammad are ‘Ali, al-Hasan and al-Husayn; the fourth is the lat- 
ter’s son ‘Ali Zayn-al-‘Abidin, who died about 714; the fifth is his son 
Muhammad al-Baqir (d.733)}; and the sixth his son Ja‘far as-Sadiq 
(d.765}. Even Imamite sources, however, make it clear that these 
men, the fourth, fifth and sixth imams, were not active politically; 
and it would have been difficult for Muslims of this period to con- 
ceive of a religious claim that was not also a political one. Nothing at 
all is recorded of the fourth imam. Of the fifth imam it is reported that 
the men executed at Kufa in 737 and 742 claimed to be his emissaries; 
but there is confusion in the stories and it is doubtful if he gave them 
any support. The sixth imam, Ja‘far as-Sadiq, seems to have realized 
the possibilities of a Shi‘ite movement and to have set about, doubt- 
less with much caution and circumspection, organizing a body of 
supporters; but this would mostly take place before the end of the 
Umayyad period. 

The Shi‘ism of the Umayyad period was thus vaguer and more 
indefinite than later Shi‘ism, and lacked any semblance of a coher- 
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ent theory. It was the manifestation of a deep unconscious need—a 
feeling in men’s hearts that they would be happier and more satisfied 
spiritually if they had a charismatic leader to follow. The imam of 
whom the Shi‘ites dreamed is precisely what is meant by a charis- 
matic leader. The history of early Shi‘ism, and indeed of much later 
Shi‘ism also, is that of a pathetic quest for individuals to whom the 
dignity of imam may be attached. Most of those accepted as imam 
belied the hopes set on them ; and yet the quest went on. The persis- 
tence of the quest shows the depth of the feeling involved. Men with 
political ambitions and qualities of leadership, but no shadow of a 
claim to the charismata of the Hashimites, found a way of using this 
widespread desire for an imam. Al-Mukhtdar, for example, asserted 
that he was acting as the emissary of a genuine imam, Muhammad 
ibn-al-Hanafiyya; he may have had the consent of the latter in mak- 
ing this assertion, but it is certain that he received no active help from 
him. There are several later instances of a similar proceeding, and in 
some of them the imam invoked repudiated the self-styled emissary. 
Others seem to have resigned themselves to political inactivity in the 
foreseeable future; and they found a theological justification for this 
attitude in the theory that the imam was not dead but in concealment 
and that at an appropriate time he would retum as the Mahdi or 
Guided One (a kind of Messiah) to right all wrongs and establish 
justice on earth. 

Thus Umayyad Shi‘ism is a veritable chaos of ideas and attitudes. 
A beginning of order was introduced by the idea of designation (nass) 
—this involves the view that there is only one imam at a time and 
that the imam designates his successor. In the Umayyad period, 
however, this was not wholly effective, since different groups recog- 
nized different imams. A different line was taken by the Zaydites, the 
followers of the Zayd who revolted in 740. They would have nothing 
to do with the idea of a hidden imam; one of the conditions of being 
imam was that the claim to be such was made publicly (and, of 
course, was made effective by military success). Zayd’s revolt was a 
realistic attempt to provide an alternative government to that of the 
Umayyads. He therefore tried to gain the support not merely of the 
Shi‘ites but also of the main body of Muslims, and to do this he made 
the assertion that, though ‘Ali was the rightful imam after the Pro- 
phet and superior to Abi-Bakr and ‘Umar, the ‘imamate of the in- 
ferior’ (imdamat al-mafdiul) was permissible. This concession, how- 
ever, seems to have alienated the more thorough-going Shi‘ites and 
may have contributed to Zayd’s failure. 

The ‘Abbasid movement shows a mixture of genuine religious 
feeling (though perhaps not in the top leadership) and shrewd politi- 
cal calculation. Realizing how widespread Shi‘ite sympathies were, 
they claimed to be the rightful imams through inheritance by desig- 
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nation from Muhammad ibn-al-Hanafiyya. Because they saw the 
weakness of this claim, however, in much of their propaganda they 
simply called for support for ‘him of the family of the Prophet who | 
shall be chosen’; and by the time it was made public who this was 
they were already in power. To gain the Zaydites they maintained 
that they were seeking vengeance for the blood of Zayd. Another of 
their aims was the defence of ‘the weak’, which in fact meant the 
clients or non-Arab Muslims; and actually much of the support for 
the ‘Abbasids came from the clients, and their leading general, Abt- 
Muslim, was himself a client. The volume of support for the ‘Abbas- 
ids from the clients meant that, when they achieved control of the 
caliphate, clients, especially Persians and persianized Aramaeans, 
received a due share of power, and the inferior status of the non-Arab 
Muslims gradually disappears. The success of this at least partly 
Shi‘ite movement in 750 is another stage in the development of 
Shi‘ism, but, as will be seen, its immediate effects are difficult to 
assess. 


NOTES 

1. J. Wellhausen, works mentioned in n.2/1. Dwight M. Donaldson, 
The Shr‘ite Religion, London 1933, gives the material from the 
Imamite sources but without full discussion; $. Husain M. Jafri, 
Origins and Early Development of Shi‘a Islam, London 1979, a 
critical account by a Shiite of the period to 765. 

2. ElI?, art. Kaysaniyya (W. Madelung}, follows the heresiographers. 
The name Saba’iyya was also used in the period round about 700, 
but there is some obscurity about it and about ‘Abd-Allah b. Saba’ ; 
see Formative Period, 59-61. 

3. Formative Period, ch.2. I. Friedlaender, ‘The Heterodoxies of the 
Shiites in the presentation of Ibn Hazm’, Journal of the American 
Oriental Society, xxviii (1907), 1-80; xxix (1909), 1-183. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 


THE GENERAL RELIGIOUS MOVEMENT 


Up to this point the discussion has been of ‘heretical’ sects, and the 
question naturally arises whether there was at this time a body of 
‘orthodox’ opinion and, if so, whether anything more can be said 
about it. The form of this question, however, is not altogether satis- 
factory. The term ‘orthodox’ applies in the first place to Eastern 
Christendom, where there was an authority to say what was ‘ortho- 
doxy’ or ‘right belief’ and what was ‘heresy’. In Islam, however, there 
was no such authority. There was only the main or central body of 
opinion in the various schools or sections of the community. In these, 
too, there was not always the emphasis on the intellectual aspect of 
religion that there was in Eastern Christendom (though such an 
emphasis is sometimes found). Thus it is best in Islamic studies to 
avoid the term ‘orthodox’ and to ask instead whether there was a 
central body of moderate opinion. 

There is not the same objection to the term ‘heresy’. The Arabic 
term bid‘a roughly corresponds to the English in effect, though it has 
a different connotation. Bid‘a properly means ‘innovation’, and the 
implication of this term is that the true belief and practice is the 
original belief and practice—‘innovation’ is not confined to intel- 
lectual matters. This serves to explain why the central body of opin- 
ion in Umayyad Islam has not been much studied and why it is 
difficult to investigate. Muslims of the centre were quite happy. to 
write about the divergent views of the sects; but when it came to the 
views of their own party they considered that these were in essence 
identical with those of Muhammad and his Companions, and there- 
fore they tended to hide any changes and developments or pass them 
over in silence. There is thus no material for the direct study of this 
central body, but only large masses of semi-relevant material in 
biographical dictionaries and similar works—and so far only a begin- 
ning has been made with the investigation of all this.1 

There is evidence to show that there always was a central body of 
moderate opinion, but some greater precision is desirable. Early in the 
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caliphate of ‘Ali there was a body of men in Medina who adopted an 
attitude of political neutrality; their leader was ‘Abd-Allah ibn- 
‘Umar, a son of the caliph ‘Umar. At a later date there was in Medina 
and elsewhere what modern Westem scholars have called a ‘pious 
opposition’, though its outlines are somewhat hazy. It appears that in 
the main centres, and notably in Medina, Damascus, Basra and Kufa, 
there were numbers of men who met in the mosques to discuss 
religious questions. These included legal matters, ascetic and mys- 
tical practices, the interpretation of the Quran and occasionally 
theological doctrine. Those most competent in these disciplines gave 
what amounted to lectures to their disciples. 

After about 750 another discipline became of great importance, 
the study of Hadith or Traditions. The common view among Muslim 
scholars has been that the Companions—those Muslims who had 
seen and talked to Muhammad—handed. on anecdotes about him 
during their lifetime, and that the anecdotes were then handed on 
from generation to generation. It is these anecdotes which are tech- 
nically known as Hadith {or akhbar), which has commonly been 
rendered as ‘traditions’ in English, though because of the ambiguity of 
this word scholars are now preferring to retain Hadith. In handing on 
an anecdote a man was expected to give an isndd, that is, to name the 
chain of transmitters through whom the anecdote had reached him, 
and this chain was expected to go back without a break to the 
Companion who had been present when Muhammad uttered the 
saying or performed the action. Modern European scholarship, how- 
ever, has criticized this idyllic picture, and has suggested that for 
much of the Umayyad period the anecdotes were handed on without 
any isndad, or with an incomplete one, and that at a later date isndds 
could be forged or conjecturally restored and anecdotes invented. 
This may be called the Goldziher-Schacht view. At a fairly early date 
Muslim scholars had indeed recognized the possibility of invention, 
and had worked out an elaborate critique of the soundness of Had- 
ith; but this was far from satisfying the sceptical Europeans. More 
recently, however, largely thanks to the work of Fuat Sezgin, the 
Goldziher-Schacht view has been felt to be too radical.2 Even so, 
however, it would appear that a complete isndd was not de rigueur 
until about the year 800. 

While the idealized picture of groups of men meticulously hand- 
ing on Hadith with their isndds has thus to be abandoned, at least in 
part, there certainly were groups of pious men regularly meeting in 
the mosques and talking or lecturing. They were intelligent serious 
Muslims, concerned with the application of their religious principles 
to social and political life, for in an Islamic environment politics was 
closely linked with piety. Presumably all these men had adopted 
some political stance or other. We know that among them, not 
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counting active or moderate Kharijites and active or quiescent Shi - 
ites, there were supporters of Ibn-az-Zubayr, who claimed the cal- 
iphate in Mecca from 680 to 692 (though most of these were later 
reconciled with the Umayyads), also whole-hearted supporters of the 
Umayyads, and again others who accepted their rule but severely 
criticized it. Since most of these men seem to have taken part in the 
discussions in the mosques, it seems better not to separate off the 
opponents and critics of the regime, but to refer to them all as the 
‘general religious movement’. 

Apart from those belonging to clearly heretical sects like the 
Kharijites, the Shi‘ites and the Qadarites (to be described in the next 
chapter], most of the members of this general religious movement 
would be regarded by later Sunnites as their own predecessors. Yet it 
has to be firmly emphasized that at this time there were no ‘Sunnites’ 
in the strict sense, though there were individuals and groups whose 
practice and beliefs were Sunnite, at least to the extent that Sunnism 
had been defined and standardized during the Umayyad period. 

There was no Sunnite self-awareness as such, however, since it 
had not occurred to anyone to think of himself as a sumni or as 
belonging to the ‘people of the Sunna’ (Ahl as-Sunna}. The latter 
phrase (with some variants} begins to be used in the later ninth 
century, but was not in common use until the tenth century, and the 
adjective stuunni seems to be first recorded towards the end of the tenth 
century.? 

The period of twelve years following the death of the caliph 
Mu ‘awiya in 680 was a time in which the Islamic empire was rent by . 
civil strife, with al-Mukhtar leading a Shi‘ite rising in Kufa from 685 
to 687, Ibn-az-Zubayr claiming the caliphate in Mecca till 692, and 
groups of Kharijites maintaining independence in various regions. It 
was probably in response to these circumstances that a new idea was 
introduced into the thinking of Muslims, the idea of irja’ or ‘post- 
ponement’. It seems to have been first used about 695 by a grandson of 
‘Ali, al-Hasan ibn-Muhammad ibn-al-Hanafiyya, in a short epistle 
which is extant and appears to be authentic.‘ In this the author ex- 
presses his political attitude by saying that ‘we’ approve of Aba-Bakr 
and ‘Umar, and ‘postpone’ the decision about those involved in the 
first civil conflict, meaning ‘Uthm4an, ‘Ali and az-Zubayr (father of 
the Meccan rebel }. By this formulation he tried to heal the rifts in the 
community. He refused to side with the revolutionary Shi'ites who 
were asserting the superior claims of ‘Ali and his descendants, and he 
distanced himself from the Khirijites who denied the legitimacy of 
the Umayyad caliphs since their claim was based on their being heirs 
of the ‘sinner’ ‘Uthman. In general this political attitude seems to 
arise mainly from a concern for the unity of the community of 
Muslims, and this leads not to unwavering support for the Umayyads 
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but to acceptance or toleration of their rule combined with criticism 
of it. Several of those who believed in ‘postponement’ joined in 
risings against the Umayyads, though others thought it wrong to 
revolt against even a bad ruler. Statements are found to the effect that 
irj@ is ‘the religion of the kings’, but this cannot mean that it was the 
religion followed by the Umayyads themselves, only that it discour- 
aged rebellion.5 

Though ‘postponement’ meant in the first place postponing a 
decision about ‘Uthm4n and ‘Ali (with or without az-Zubayr}, the 
term was sometimes given other meanings in the course of debate. 
Some opponents said that it implied asserting that the grave sinner is 
a believer, not merely that he is to be regarded as one; and in a sense 
this is indeed an implication of leaving the decision about him to 
God, and was accepted by the upholders of ‘postponement’. Again, 
there were later writers who said it meant postponing ‘Ali to fourth 
place, a view which became the standard Sunnite view. It was also 
noted that irja@’ could come from a different root and mean ‘the giving 
of hope’ ; and it would then apply to the grave sinner. It has also been 
noted that ‘postponement’ together with some associated ideas re- 
sembles certain teachings of Hellenistic Sceptics and Empiricists, 
though there is no evidence of a channel by which such ideas could 
have reached the Muslims. Even if the idea of ‘postponement’ was 
first suggested by some such source, however, it was only adopted 
because it was appropriate to the internal political situation in the 
caliphate. Another possible source is the Quranic phrase (9.106) 
‘some are postponed for the command of God’, and this verse was 
certainly used to justify the doctrine of ‘postponement’. 

While the original reason for taking up the idea of ‘postpone- 
ment’ was probably concem for the unity of all Muslims and the 
avoidance of sectarianism, a further set of ideas came to be associated 
with it, namely, ideas about the definition of imdn. This word is 
commonly translated ‘faith’ but it often refers rather to whatever 
makes a man a mu’ min or ‘believer’. When grave sin does not exclude 
a man from the community, it is desirable to have some positive 
account of what is needed for membership. The terms commonly 
used by the upholders of ‘postponement’ are that imafi consists of the 
knowledge (ma‘rifa) of God and of his Messenger, the counting true 
(tasdiq) of this knowledge, and the confession (igrdr) of it with the 
tongue. There were also minor additions and variants; but it is 
significant that in keeping with the view that the grave sinner is a 
believer there is no mention of the performance of religious duties, 
either ethical or liturgical. In this way something like the Christian 
conception of ‘orthodoxy’ is brought into Islam, though the intellec- 
tual content is much less complex than that of the ecumenical Chris- 
tian creeds, and there were always many Muslims who insisted that 
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an element of performance must also be included. 

Opponents used the collective term Murji'a for those who held 
the doctrine of irja’ or ‘postponement’, and Murji’ites is employed in 
English. Though the heresiographers spoke of the Murji’a as a sect, 
careful examination of the sources shows that there was no such 
‘sect’ in any important sense. Those who believed in ‘postponement’ 
differed on other matters, and are often described as belonging to 
other sects with greater cohesion. The extent of the problem is made 
clear by the difficulties experienced by the heresiographer ash-Shah- 
rastani. He subdivided the Murji'a into Murji’a of the Kharijites, 
those of the Qadarites, those of the Jabrites and pure Murji’a; but then 
he had to deal with Abi-Hanifa, whom he could not regard as hereti- 
cal, and so he suggested that he was a Murji’ite of the Sunna. Apart 
‘from Abi-Hanifa, however, and those definitely belonging to other 
sects, the only Murji'ites described by the heresiographers are people 
of minor importance. All these facts point to the conclusion that the 
doctrine of ‘postponement’ by itself was not sufficient to form the 
basis of a cohesive group. Rather it was a trend permeating various 
forms of sectarian thought, and making an important contribution to 
the development of Sunnism. 

The chief figure among the upholders of ‘postponement’ was 
undoubtedly Abt-Hanifa. He was a non-Arab, who was born in Kufa 
about 700, lived there for most of his life, and died in Baghdad in 767. 
He was associated with a group of legal scholars in Kufa, of whom 
some at least had accepted ‘postponement’. About 737 on the death of 
his principal teacher he seems to have been recognized as head of the 
group, and the vigour and originality of his mind directed their legal 
thinking along lines which led in the next generation to the formation 
of the Hanafite legal school, named after him. There was also a 
Hanafite theological school, which was in part identical with the 
legal school. The doctrine of ‘postponement’ had been popular in 
Kufa long before Abi-Hanifa, but his was presumably the main re- 
sponsibility for giving it and the definition of imdn the intellectual 
form which made them widely acceptable. The majority of the earli- 
est persons named in the sources as ‘Murji’ites’ came from Kufa, and 
this may be because Kufa was a stronghold of early Shi‘ism, and 
‘postponement’ was felt to be a satisfactory way of expressing oppos- 
ition to the undue exaltation of ‘Ali. In Basra there were some up- 
holders of ‘postponement’, but the majority there may have preferred 
to express similar political attitudes by the term wugqif, ‘suspension 
of judgement’, as did the Wagqifites and the alleged founder of Mu'‘ta- 
zilism, Wasil. 

The upholders of ‘postponement’ are best understood as one 
current within the main stream of what later became Sunnite Islam. 
The actual term irja’, ‘postponement’, was not used in later Sun- 
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nism, but the political and practical attitudes based on it were accep- 
ted. The Kharijite doctrine of the exclusion of the grave sinner from 
the community was firmly rejected; and this also meant that ‘Uth- 
man was regarded as a lawful caliph. The early Shi‘ite doctrine of the 
superiority of ‘Ali was also rejected; and the eventual Sunnite view 
was that the first four caliphs ranked in merit in their chronological 
order, so that ‘Uthman was above ‘Ali. Later Sunnism also accepted 
to some extent the emphasis given to the content of belief by Abua- 
Hanifa and others, but the Hanafite leaning towards an ‘orthodoxy’ 
which was purely intellectual was not universally accepted, and an 
element of performance or ‘works’ was required by other equally 
Sunnite theological schools. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 


GOD’S DETERMINATION OF EVENTS 


About the time when Muslim thinkers were showing interest in the 
idea of ‘postponement’ the question of God’s determination or pre- 
determination of events was also attracting attention. Where oppo- 
nents gave the nickname of Murji’a to the upholders of ‘postpone- 
ment’, we have the curious situation that in the debate about pre- 
determination both sides nicknamed the other Qadariyya, anglicized 
as Qadarites. Since God’s gadar is his determination of events, those 
who believed in it would most naturally be called Qadarites; but in 
point of fact the opposite has happened. Almost all later Sunnite 
writers in speaking of Qadarites mean those who disbelieved in God’s 
absolute gadar and asserted the freedom of the human will; and this 
has become normal usage with Westem students of Islam, and will be 
followed here.1 

In the discussion of God’s gadar both the main parties found 
support for their views in the Qur'an; but the Qur’4n has many 
passages which seem akin to the outlook of pre-Islamic Arab ‘fatal- 
ism’, and it is logical to begin with a brief description of this. Inform- 
ation about it comes from the numerous poems by pre-Islamic Arabs 
which are still extant and also from a few Qur’anic statements about 
their beliefs. These Arabs believed that their lives were controlled by 
Time (dahr, zaman). It is Time which brings men their successes and 
above all their misfortunes. Though Time is said to shoot arrows 
which never miss the mark, it is primarily conceived as an imper- 
sonal force, something like ‘the course of events’. It would be natural 
to identify this force with ‘fate’ or ‘destiny’, but what brings mis- 
fortunes is sometimes called ‘the days’ and even ‘the nights’, and this 
shows that the aspect of ‘time’ was uppermost. Time is not sorne- 
thing which is worshipped, however, but is rather, like gravitation, a 
natural phenomenon which one must accept. 

The control of human life by Time is limited. It does not deter- 
mine every act of the individual, but, whatever he decides to do, it 
fixes the final outcome. In particular his ‘term’ (ajal} or date of death 
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is fixed; whether he decides to take part in a battle or to keep away 
from it, he will die if his ‘term’ has come. His good fortune or evil 
fortune, as the case may be, is also predetermined, and likewise, it 
would seem, his ‘provision’ or ‘sustenance’ (rizg}—an important 
matter in lands where food was often scarce (though also mentioned 
in the Christian prayer for ‘daily bread’). Fatalism of this kind was 
appropriate to the life of the nomads in the deserts and steppes of 
Arabia. The regularities of nature found in most other regions of the 
world are there often replaced by irregularities. To take precautions 
against all the possible chances of disaster is impossible, and to 
attempt to do so would make a man a nervous wreck, incapable of 
sustaining life in the desert. To cultivate the attitude of accepting 
with equanimity what ‘the days’ bring was probably the best hope of 
making a success of one’s life in the harsh conditions of the desert. 

The monotheistic religious message of the Qur'an is largely 
expressed in terms of the thought-world of the Arabs of the period. 
The control of human life, of course, is regarded as being in the hands 
of God, not of Time. Thus when some idolaters deny the life to come 
and say that ‘Time alone destroys us’, Muhammad is told to retort, ‘It 
is God who makes you live, then makes you die, then gathers you for 
a day of resurrection’ { 45.24, 26). God takes the place of Time as the 
source of misfortune: ‘no misfortune has happened in respect either 
of the land or of yourselves but it was in a book before we (God} 
brought it about’ (57.22). The idea of some event ‘being in a book’ or 
‘being written’ before it happens is frequent. The effect of a fatalistic 
attitude in calming anxiety is even greater, one imagines, when Time 
is replaced by God—‘nothing will befall us except what God has 
written for us’ (9.51). Prominent among the things that are written is 
man’s term-of-life. In a notable verse (3.154) Muhammad is told to 
say to those who criticized his decision to fight at Uhud (where the 
Muslims had the worse of the battle], ‘if you had been in your houses, 
those for whom killing was written down would have sallied out to 
the places of their falling’. The predestinarian relevance of the idea of 
‘provision’ or ‘sustenance’ is not so obvious, yet at least sometimes it 
is regarded as being predetermined by God, as in 30.40, where God’s 
‘making provision’ seems to follow immediately his creating a human 
being. (This point about the predetermination of rizq is made more 
explicitly in some Hadith.) 

It is not surprising that some of these ideas which were present in 
the minds of those to whom the Quran was addressed were used by 
the Umayyads and their supporters in defence of the legitimacy of 
their rule. One of the Umayyad claims was that they had inherited 
the caliphate from ‘Uthm4n, in that Mu‘awiya had undertaken the 
responsibility of avenger of blood when ‘Ali refused it, and this 
justified his position according to old Arab ideas. The Umayyads also 
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claimed, however, that the caliphate had been bestowed on them by 
God, in much the same way as he was said in the Qur'an (2.30) to 
have made Adam his khalifa on earth. This is reflected in, among 
other places, the verses of court-poets like Jarir and al-Farazdaq ; for 
example, ‘the earth is God’s, he has entrusted it to his khalifa’ ; ‘God 
has garlanded you with the caliphate and with guidance; for what 
God decrees there is no change’. The word ‘decrees’ here is gada 
which is frequently used of God’s eternal decrees. With such ideas 
current it was easy to go further and say that to deny that God had 
given the caliphate to the Umayyads was unbelief and that to disobey 
them or their agents was sin. This was the intellectual context in 
which Qadarism appeared. 

An important document for the beginnings of Qadarism is the 
Risdla or epistle, said to have been written to the caliph ‘Abd-al- 
Malik by al-Hasan al-Basri about the year 7oo. The ascription is 
probably correct, but, even if it is not, the document is still important 
evidence of early Qadarism.? Al-Hasan al-Basri (642—728]}, son of a 
prisoner from Irag, was born in Medina but went to Basra in 657 and 
spent most of the rest of his life there. Whether he was a Qadarite or 
not has been hotly debated, more or less since his own lifetime, but 
the Risdla makes it clear that he believed that human beings can 
choose freely between good and evil. When the predestinarians sup- 
ported their case by such Quranic verses as 13.22: ‘God sends astray 
whom he will’, al-Hasan insisted that this must be interpreted in 
accordance with other verses like 14.27: ‘God sends astray the evil- 
doers’. In other words he held that, when the Qur’an is considered as a 
whole, the determination of human activity by God follows on some 
act of human choice and is a recompense for it. It is to be noted, 
however, that in interpreting 57.22 (quoted above} about misfortunes 
being ‘in a book’ he asserted that this did not apply to unbelief or 
disobedience but only to external things like wealth and harvests. 
Al-Hasan also maintained that God creates only good, and that men’s 
evil acts are from themselves or from Satan; but he allowed that 
God's ‘guidance’ of men contained an element of ‘succour’ or ‘grace’ 
(tawfiq). 

From the little we know of the views of Qadarites who were 
al-Hasan’s contemporaries or who belonged to the next generation it 
is clear that al-Hasan stood close to them. He might be said to 
represent a moderate form of Qadarism in which the emphasis was on 
practical piety. Yet in the context of the age even views such as those 
described had political implications. A story is told of how two 
Qadarites said to al-Hasan, ‘these princes (the Umayyads) shed the 
blood of the Muslims and seize their goods .. . and say “Ouracts occur 
only according to God’s determination (| gadar})’"’, and he replied that 
‘the enemies of God lie’. That is to say, al-Hasan’s teaching that evil 
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acts are from men or from Satan implies a denial of Umayyad claims, 
so that his undoubted piety did not make him apolitical. He firmly 
rejected armed revolt, but he strongly maintained that pious men like 
himself had a duty publicly to voice criticisms of those in authority if 
they acted contrary to God’s law, and he seems on occasion to have 
done this regardless of consequences. 

During the lifetime of al-Hasan Qadarism as such was not felt to 
be a threat by the Umayyad government, though they disapproved of 
it and the caliph ‘Umar 1 (717-20) wrote a letter criticizing it.? 
Qadarite views, however, could also be combined with Kharijism, 
and in some of the later revolts against the Umayyads certain partici- 
pants are said to have been Kharijites and Qadarites at the same time. 
In Syria a group of Qadarites, who had at first been quietist, seem to 
have become interested in political reform towards the end of the 
reign of the caliph Hisham (724--43). One of the leading men in this 
group, Ghaylan ad-Dimashqi, who had been on good terms with 
‘Umar 11 and was also a believer in ‘postponement’, somehow became 
involved in subversive activity and was executed. The reform move- 
ment continued, however, and was supported by a member of the 
Umayyad family, the caliph Yazid 111, who reigned for a few months 
in 744; but after his death the last Umayyad caliph again persecuted 
the Qadarites. 

The replacement of the Umayyad dynasty by the ‘Abbasid in 750 
altered the political implications of Qadarite doctrine. ‘Abbasid legit- 
imacy was based on a form of Shi‘ite ideas and not on the claim that 
all they did was determined by God ; and indeed for much of the first 
half of the ninth century influential positions at the caliphal court 
were held by several of the Mu‘tazilite theologians who had taken 
over the Qadarite belief in free will. It was also now possible to oppose 
Qadarism without appearing to support unjust rulers. The precise 
timing of the various changes is somewhat conjectural, but certain 
general trends are clear. Those upholding a definite doctrine of human 
free will, apart from a few who were Kharijites, came to be merged 
into the Mu'tazilite sect {to be described later). There were thus no 
Qadarites, properly speaking, after the eighth century, but certain 
later writers use the term as a nickname for those who are normally 
called Mu‘tazilites. Those followers of al-Hasan and other members 
of the general religious movement whose concem was to insist that 
human beings are capable of avoiding sins may have tended towards a 
moderate anti-Qadarite position. In particular many predestinarian 
Hadith began to have a wide circulation. In al-Hasan’s time these 
may have been known to some scholars, but they do not seem to have 
had much currency since he does not feel any need to discuss them in 
his Risdla. The arguments, too, of ‘Umar 11 in his letter are mainly 
from the Qur'an. In the early ‘Abbasid period, however, many pre- 
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destinarian Hadith came to be well known. In one such Muhammad 
decribed how God instructs the angel in charge of the child in the 
womb and determines four things : whether it is to be male or female, 
whether it is to be fortunate or unfortunate, what is to be its ‘pro- 
vision’ and what is to be its ‘term’. Most Hadith dealing with this 
question are predestinarian, but there are a few exceptions. 

There are two possible forms of predestinarian or anti-Qadarite 
views. In the moderate form what happens to a person is determined 
by God, but the person’s reaction to these happenings is not neces- 
sarily determined. This form is compatible with an article in a creed 
_ attributed to Abii-Hanifa and probably representing his views: ‘what 
reaches you (of evil} could not possibly have missed you, and what 
misses you could not possibly have reached you’. The more extreme 
form of the belief is that the person’s reactions to external happenings 
are also determined. In another Hadith Muhammad speaks of a prim- 
ordial Pen created by God which writes everything that is to happen 
until the Day of Judgement. Yet other Hadith assert that an indi- 
vidual’s place in heaven or hell is predetermined. The main stream of 
Islamic thought finally rejected Qadarism, even in a moderate ver- 
sion, and accepted one or other of these forms of predestinarian belief, 
though responsible theologians always found a place in their theories 
for moral effort. To this extent Qadarism, unlike the belief in ‘post- 
ponement’, made little contribution to the final position of Sunnite 
Islam. 

The nickname applied by opponents to believers in some form of 
predestination was Mujbira or, less frequently, Jabriyya—anglicized 
as Mujbirites and Jabrites. Many of these persons were the forerun- 
ners of the main body of later Sunnites and in no sense heretics. The 
Ash‘arites later developed the theory that their special view on the 
matter (expressed by the term kasb, ‘acquisition’) was a mean be- 
tween ‘compulsion’ (jabr, ijbdar} and the free will of the Qadarites, 
and some writers on sects found Jabriyya a useful term to designate 
those holding views at the opposite pole from Qadarism; but it is 
doubtful if any actual persons ever held the more extreme Jabrite 
views described. | 

Many Western scholars have regarded Qadarism as due to Chris- 
tian influences on Islam.‘ In other areas of Islamic thought scholars 
have found the influence of Neoplatonism and other forms of Hellen- 
istic philosophy. In general it may be agreed that such influences are 
present, even if the details are not always clear. Syria and Iraq were 
permeated by Christian conceptions, and some Jewish and Christian 
ideas had even penetrated into Arabia. The Qadarite Ghaylan ad- 
Dimashgi was of Coptic descent, and it may be surmised that many of 
the other early Muslim thinkers came from a Christian background. 
The real problem, however, is to understand the precise nature of this 
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Christian or Hellenistic influence. The persons ‘influenced’ were not 
academics isolated in an ivory tower but were actively involved in 
the life of a dynamic community. This involvement was both re- 
ligious and political, but may for convenience be called simply ‘poli- 
tical’ provided it is remembered that politics is not a compartmental- 
ized segment of the life of the community. Most of the Qadarites and 
other members of the general religious movement accepted that part 
of Kharijite views which insisted that the activity of the state should 
be based on Islamic principles. It was when Umayyad policies went 
against Islamic principles that men in the general movement ques- 
tioned the Umayyad claim that their acts were ‘determined’ by God. 
Qadarism was indeed thought by its adherents to be true, but in 
adopting it they were more impressed by its usefulness as an argu- 
ment against what they saw as false Umayyad claims. Similarly the 
idea of ‘postponement’ or ‘suspension of judgement’ may well have 
come from Hellenistic sources, but it was adopted because it fitted in 
well with the situation of acommunity which was being tom apart by 
the hostility between supporters of ‘Ali and supporters of ‘Uthman. 

One of the main differences between Christianity and Islam is 
that for three centuries the Christian Church was a purely religious 
community without political power, whereas from the time of the 
Hijra in 622 Islam was identified with a political community. Until 
about the tenth century all the Islamic sects are religio-political. Even © 
when arguments appear to be hair-splitting theological subtleties, 
such as whether the Qur'an is the created or the uncreated Speech of 
God, there are political implications. This means that, while it is 
interesting to find foreign or extraneous sources for Islamic theo- 
logical ideas, the source does little to explain the place of the idea in 
Islamic thought, just as the ‘sources’ of Shakespeare’s: plots fail to 
explain the greatness of the plays. The main explanation comes from 
understanding the import of the idea within the Islamic religio-poli- 
tical context. In so far as emphasis on sources is suggesting that Islam 
is nothing but a revision of Christian or Jewish or Hellenistic ideas, 
this is misleading and a belittling of the uniqueness and originality of 
Islam. : 
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CHAPTER SIx 


POLITICS AND THEOLOGY UNDER THE ‘ABBASIDS 


When the ‘Abbasid dynasty came to power in 750, their claim to the 
caliphate was based on the assertion that the imamate had passed 
from ‘Ali to Muhammad ibn-al-Hanafiyya, then to his son Abt- 
Hashim, and that the latter had designated as his successor the father 
of the first two ‘Abbasid caliphs. Before long, however, this particular 
claim to legitimacy seems to have been found unsatisfactory, and the 
caliph al-Mahdi {775-85} replaced it by the claim that the rightful 
successor of the Prophet had been his uncle al-‘Abbds, and that the 
succession had then continued in his family, the ‘Abbasids. How long 
this claim was maintained is not clear. 

An important feature of the new dynasty was the growth of 
Persian influence. Persian clients had rallied in large numbers to the 
black banners of the ‘Abbasid revolt, and so it is not surprising that 
many of the subordinate officials in the new administration were 
Persians or persianized Aramaeans and exercised considerable power. 
Outstanding was the Persian family of Barmak (the Barmakids or 
Barmecides}, whose head was vizier from 786 to 803. The transfer of 
the capital of the caliphate eastwards from Damascus to Iraq—to 
Baghdad after its foundation in 763—affected the internal distribu- 
tion of power in favour of the eastern provinces. It also meant that the 
main work of administration was in the hands of the class of ‘secre- 
taries’ or civil servants, who had continued to exist as a class in Iraq 
since before the Muslim conquest, and had retained much of the tech- 
nique of government used in the Persian empire under the Sasanians. 
These men, too, were the bearers of the Persian or rather persianized 
culture of Iraq. Some were Christians, most probably nominal Zoro- 
astrians, because Zoroastrianism, officially recognized and almost a 
department of government, was in decline as a religion. Thus the 
secretaries had a culture of which they were proud, including impor- 
tant Hellenistic elements, but, apart from the Christians, they had 
little vital religion. When they saw the best appointments in their 
profession going to Muslims, many of them accepted Islam outwardly. 
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Prominent among the Persian secretaries was Ibn-al-Mugqaffa‘ 
(d.c.759}.1 He is regarded as one of the creators of Arabic prose 
through his numerous translations into Arabic from Persian. These 
included works on administrative practice and court ceremonial, as 
well as a history of the Persian kings. His best-known book is Kalila 
and Dimna, a collection of Indian fables in which much practical 
wisdom is put into the mouths of animals. He expressed his dislike of 
the dominant Islamic and Arab tradition by adopting a standpoint 
which may be labelled Manichaean, and among his works is one 
attacking the Qur'an. For a time other Persian secretaries also found 
Manichaeanism a useful way of emphasizing their distinct identity. 
From about 779 to 786, however, there was an official persecution of 
Zindiqs or ‘dualistic heretics’, which was largely directed against 
Manichaeanism of this type. The traditional Manichaeans, of whom 
there were a few, seem to have been little affected by the persecution. 
Some secretaries then found a less dangerous way of expressing their 
position ; they produced literary works aimed at the depreciation of 
all things Arab. This is known as the Shu'tbite movement, and is 
mainly a literary phenomenon. 

The class of secretaries had rivals for power in the class of 
religious intellectuals which was emerging within the ‘general re- 
ligious movement’ and may by anticipation be called the class of 
ulema (‘ulama’). Many of these men, especially those interested in 
legal questions, had supported the ‘Abbasids against the Umayyads. 
The ‘Abbasids respected their views and were prepared to select 
judges from their ranks, though they also brought pressure to bear on 
them to overcome their disagreements and adopt common principles. 
The rivalry between the secretaries and the ulema came to be linked 
with that between the Persian and Arabic cultural traditions and also 
with that between Shi‘ism and what eventually became Sunnism. 
The essential difference between Shi‘ism and Sunnism with regard to 
this rivalry is that, where the Shiites in difficulties sought a divinely- 
inspired leader, an imam, their opponents held that salvation came 
through carefully following the divine law as expressed in the Quran 
and in the sunna or example of the Prophet. Since the ulema were 
accepted as the accredited interpreters of the divine law, the Sunnite 
position gave them great power. 

By the reign of the caliph al-Ma’miin (813-33) the unity of the 
empire was felt to be threatened by the opposition of the rival groups 
of interests—the secretaries, Shr ites and Persians on the one hand, 
and the ulema, the Sunnites and the Arabs on the other.? Al-Ma’ min 
in 817 tried to reconcile the opposing groups by designating as his heir 
the man recognized as imam by many Shiites, but unfortunately this 
man died in the following year. Later al-Ma’min tried to find a 
theological compromise by demanding that many persons in impor- 
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tant positions (such as judges and court officials) should publicly 
profess their belief in the doctrine that the Qur'an was the created 
word of God, not his uncreated word. This piece of apparent hair- 
splitting is relevant to the conflict just outlined. If the Qur'an is 
created, God could presumably have created it other than it is, where- 
as, if it is uncreated it presumably expresses something of his own 
being which is unchangeable. If the Qur'an could have been created . 
other than it is, the work of the ulema in interpreting it loses much of 
its authority; and a divinely-inspired imam (caliph} would be entitled 
to say how the law was to be changed. In practice this would almost 
certainly mean more power for the caliph’s ministers and secretaries. 
The policy of demanding a profession of belief in the createdness of 
the Quran continued in force until about 850, and is known as the 
Mihna or ‘inquisition’. The reason for its abandonment is probably 
that it failed to reconcile the opposing groups, despite the fact that 
nearly all the ulema made the profession, apparently out of fear. 

Al-Ma‘min’s views were very like those of the Zaydites.3 These 
are spoken of as a sect by the heresiographers, but they were a trend of 
thought rather than a closely-knit sect. One of their doctrines was 
that the rightful imam must be a member of the family of the Prophet 
(or more precisely a descendant of ‘Ali and Fatima} who had publicly 
claimed the imamate and had made good his claim by the sword. 
Al-Ma’miin, though not a descendant of ‘Ali, had made good his 
claim by the sword. Moreover, besides being the first caliph to make 
use of the term ‘imam’ with its Shiite flavour, he seems to have held 
that the imam should be the ‘most excellent’ (afdal) of the com- 
munity; and another point of Zaydite teaching was that ‘Ali was the 
rightful successor of Muhammad because he was the ‘most excellent’ 
and not simply because he was ‘designated’. This formulation en- 
abled the Zaydites to say that Aba-Bakr and Umar were truly caliphs, 
since they had been accepted as such by ‘Ali despite their ‘inferiority’ 
to him. The Zaydites are classified among the Shi‘ites because of their 
views about ‘Ali. Their name is derived from a great-grandson of ‘Ali 
and Fatima called Zayd who led an unsuccessful revolt against the 
Umayyads in 740. Several revolts against the ‘Abbasids led by de- 
scendants of ‘Ali and Fatima are also reckoned as Zaydite, but the 
elaboration of Zaydite doctrine was chiefly the work of persons not 
involved in revolts. There is also some obscurity about the dividing 
line between Zaydism and Mu'tazilism (to be discussed in chapter 8}. 
Some leading Mu'tazilites were closely associated with al-Ma’miin’s 
administration, and Mu‘tazilites were chiefly responsible for the 
doctrine of the createdness of the Qur’4n which was at the centre of 
the ‘inquisition’. | 

The main body of Shi‘ites in the ninth century, though much 
divided among themselves, are mostly called by the nickname of 
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Rafidites (‘deserters’) by their opponents, because they ‘deserted’ 
Abi-Bakr and ‘Umar, the two shaykhs, that is denied that they were 
rightful caliphs, or because they ‘deserted’ Zayd. It is preferable to call 
them Imamites, since those who called themselves by this name after 
about 900 (see chapter 9} accepted these earlier men as their theo- 
logical predecessors. It is difficult to know what were the political 
aims of such persons during the first century or so of ‘Abbasid rule. 
Later Imamites held that the imamate was handed on from father to 
son in the line of al-Husayn until the ‘occultation’ of the twelfth 
imam in 874; and this suggests that each of these imams in turn 
claimed to be the legitimate ruler of the Islamic empire. This cannot 
be the case, however, since the ‘Abbasids would have put dangerous 
rivals to death, whereas they only placed one imam under house- 
arrest. On the contrary it is recorded that a scholar defended Imamite 
views against a Zaydite in the presence of al-Ma min himself. The 
most likely view is that the early Imamites were not arguing on 
behalf of a particular imam but in favour of an absolutist conception 
of the caliphate, one in which the imam or caliph, because he has 
been ‘designated’ by his predecessor, receives his authority from 
above, as it were, and not from any electors or from the oath of 
allegiance of the Muslims.‘ 


NOTES 


1. EF, art. Ibn (al-/Mukaffa‘ (F. Gabrieli); Formative Period, 171. 
2. Formative Period, 173-9. 

3. Ibid., 162-6. 

4.  Ibid., 157-62. 
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THE ATTRACTION OF GREEK THOUGHT 


Within the culture associated with the Islamic religion there has 
always been a tendency to maintain that Islam is self-sufficient and 
that in Qur'an and Hadith it contains in essentials all the religious 
and moral truth required by all humanity to the end of time. Muslims 
have accordingly been hesitant about accepting ideas from other 
intellectual traditions, and especially from the Judaeo-Christian 
tradition because of the theory they developed that the Jewish and 
Christian scriptures had been ‘corrupted’. Even material derived from 
Biblical sources—such as the genealogy from Abraham back to Adam 
in Ibn-Hisham’s life of Muhammad—is not acknowledged as such. It 
is thus all the more noteworthy to find it openly admitted that much 
was borrowed from the Hellenistic tradition. Yet even here the actual 
influence was more extensive than was admitted, while in the end © 
much of what was borrowed was rejected or treated as of minor 
importance. The admitted borrowings came by way of translations of 
Greek works and original compositions in Arabic in the Greek philo- 
sophical and scientific tradition. The unadmitted borrowings are 
found in the development of the discipline of ‘philosophical theology’ 
or Kalam. 

A system of Hellenistic education had been established in Iraq 
under the Sasanians and was continued under the Muslims. The main 
subject of instruction was probably medicine; but philosophy and 
other ‘Greek sciences’ were always taught as well. The teaching was 
mainly in the hands of Christians, and the best-known college was at 
Gundé-Shapiir {about 150 km north-east of Basra). Later, when a 
hospital was set up in Baghdad, there were probably philosophical 
lectures in connection with the medical teaching. This system of 
Hellenistic education was thus complete in itself, and was spread 
over a number of institutions. | 

Even before the inauguration of the ‘Abbasid caliphate a begin- 
ning had been made of translating Greek scientific and philosophical 
works into Arabic. At first the choice of works depended probably on 
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the individual scholar or his patron, but the caliph al-Ma’mtin (813— 
33) or his advisers realized the importance for the whole empire of the 
Greek sciences and organized the work of translation on a large scale. 
An institution was set up called the ‘House of Wisdom’ { bayt al- 
hikma)}, where books were translated and copied, and where a library 
was kept for reference. For a period of a century or two translations 
continued to be made, and the older translations revised. The greatest 
name is that of Hunayn ibn-Is’haq {809—73 }, a Christian from al-Hira 
who became a teacher of medicine in Baghdad and court physician to 
the caliph al-Mutawakkil ( regnabat 847-61). He had something like 
a bureau for translation, with several well-qualified colleagues. Un- 
like most of the earlier translators—nearly all Iragian Christians— 
who had translated from Syriac, Hunayn had leamt Greek and was in 
the habit of collating a number of manuscripts before making his 
translations. This was the highest level reached by the translators 
from the technical and linguistic standpoint. Later, however, with 
the growth of independent philosophical thinking in Arabic, the 
translations were revised to express the arguments with greater clar- 
ity, precision and accuracy; but this was usually done from Syriac 
versions and not from the Greek originals. | 

The vast extent of the work of translation is impressive. Many 
translations are still extant and an even greater number are known by 
title only.! At first sight it looks as if all Greek works on science and 
philosophy had been translated into Arabic; but this is not so. Recent 
studies have shown that what in fact was translated was that section 
of Greek scientific and philosophical literature which was still valued 
in the late Hellenistic schools. This includes the whole of Aristotle 
except the Politics; even the Poetics was translated, though one 
wonders how intelligible it was to men who had no acquaintance 
with drama. The pre-Socratics were neglected, but some later writers 
received more attention than has been the case in the modern Euro- 
pean tradition; indeed philosophical works of Galen have been pre- 
served in Arabic which are not extant in Greek. Thus the translations 
of Greek works throw light not merely on the origins of philosophy in 
Arabic, but also on the later history of Greek science and philosophy 
in Hellenistic times. 

All this work of translation was only possible because at various 
points there was contact with a living tradition.2 Most important was 
the school of Gundé-Shapir.* From 765 to 870 the Persian-Nestorian 
family of Bokhtishi‘ from this centre supplied the court physician to 
the caliphs, and at the same time were responsible for a teaching 
hospital in Baghdad. Besides the strictly medical curriculum there 
must also have been some work in philosophy here. Secondly there 
was the philosophical tradition of Alexandria. The fact that before the 
Arab conquest Syriac had been replacing Greek suggests that it was 
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not in a healthy condition—perhaps because of the rising ‘national- 
ism’ of the Copts or their unmetaphysical outlook. Whatever the 
reason—and it may be connected with the weakness of Islamic intel- 
lectual life in Egypt—-about 718 the college was moved to Antioch. 
Here it remained for over acentury, but about 850 migrated eastwards 
to Harran, along the road to Mosul, and then about half a cenntury 
later was attracted to the metropolis, Baghdad. These migrations 
were primarily migrations of the teachers and also to some extent of 
the library. In Baghdad they seem to have taken a full share in the 
intellectual life of the capital or at least that section of it which was 
sympathetic to philosophy. 

There were also other lines of philosophical tradition, but we are 
not so well informed about them. Besides the Alexandrian college in 
Harran, which was under Christian direction, there was a pagan 
centre belonging to the sect known as the Sabi'ans. Their religion 
included star-worship, but it had a basis in Greek philosophy, and in 
consequence of this they made important contributions to the arab- 
izing of the Hellenistic intellectual tradition. In 872 one of their 
leading scholars, Thabit ibn-Qurra (d.go1), who had already studied 
at Baghdad, quarrelled with other members of the sect and left Harran 
for the capital. Here with support from the caliph he devoted himself 
to translating and to composing original works, chiefly in medicine 
and mathematics; he also collected round him some younger $a- 
bi'ans. It was not only in Baghdad, however, that philosophy was 
cultivated. The biographies of some of the leading philosophers 
makes it clear that there was also considerable interest in it in the 
eastem part of the caliphate; but it is not possible to say anything 
definite about this. 

How exactly the transition was made from translation to the 
composition of original works is not altogether clear. It would be 
natural, however, for some of the scholars engaged in translation to 
want to write something original, either to add something to what 
was in the Greek works, or to provide a simple introduction for those 
unfamiliar with the Greek sciences. There was also a need to bring 
philosophical conclusions more into line with Islamic doctrines. 
This transition and these motives are exemplified in Aba-Yusuf 
Ya‘qub ibn-Is’haq al-Kindi (c.800-—70). He is usually known as al- 
Kindi, and, as the first of the notable Islamic philosophers and the 
only one of Arabic descent, he is also called the ‘philosopher of the 
Arabs’ ( faylastf al-'Arab). The last reason for original philosophical 
writing was perhaps the most important, and his production has been 
described as essentially ‘Greek philosophy for Muslims’ .4 

Al-Kindi’s family had held a number of official posts in Arab 
parts of the caliphate; the chief of these had been the govermmorship of 
Kufa. He himself became attached to the caliphal court, and during 
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the reign of al-Mu‘tasim (833-42) was tutor to the latter’s son. This 
was during the period of the Mu‘tazilites’ ascendancy (to be described 
in the next chapter}, and al-Kindi seems to have shared their views on 
dogmatic questions. In this respect he was much closer to the main 
body of Islamic theological thought than most of the other philo- 
sophers. Early in the reign of al-Mutawakkil (847—61) there was a 
reversal of government policy and the Mu'tazilites fell from favour. 
This may have contributed to an unfortunate experience which befell 
al-Kindi; by the intrigues of two hostile courtiers his library was 
taken from him and removed to Basra for a time, but in the end he got 
it back again. 

From this incident we know that al-Kindi had what was for the 
time a huge library. He must have spent the greater part of his time in 
study, and was an acknowledged expert in nearly all the Greek 
sciences. His numerous short writings suggest that he was an effect- 
ive agent in spreading the knowledge of these sciences among the 
Muslims. The philosophical position which he adopted was by and 
large Neoplatonic, as was that of most of the Islamic philosophers. 
This was mainly the result of the form taken by the later Greek 
philosophical tradition when the Muslims came into contact with it. 
Though Aristotle was studied carefully, he was seen through Neo- 
platonic eyes. To increase the confusion there was a work in circu- 
lation among the Muslims known as The Theology of Aristotle, 
which has now been recognized as consisting of extracts from the 
Neoplatonic philosopher Plotinus. This work had a considerable 
vogue in its Arabic version. Its Neoplatonic doctrine of God must 
have seemed sufficiently close to Quranic monotheism. At any rate 
al-Kindi accepted Neoplatonism with what must have seemed to him 
minor modifications. He felt capable of asserting that the truths 
revealed through prophets were metaphysical knowledge, and that 
there was no contradiction between philosophy and revelation. Pre- 
sumably he meant that philosophy could be developed in a way that 
was both in accordance with its own nature and also compatible with 
revelation. He did not simply take over the views of others, but into 
the Neoplatonic doctrine of emanation quietly inserted a creation out 
of nothing, as if there was no difficulty in reconciling the two. 

The other chief scholar in the Greek tradition during the early 
‘Abbasid period was ar-R4azi (that is, the man from Rayy}, well known 
in Europe as Rhazes. His full name is Abi-Bakr Muhammad ibn- 
Zakariyya’ ar-Razi, andhe is said to have been born in 865 and to have 
died in 923 or 932. His early life was spent in his native town of Rayy 
(near modern Teheran}, and it was only after his thirtieth birthday 
that he began to study medicine in Baghdad. He practised as a physi- 
cian and taught both at Rayy and Baghdad and also for short periods at 
some of the minor courts in the eastern regions of the caliphate. 
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His chief claim to fame is as a physician, and his medical works 
were long read and valued in Europe. Yet like most physicians of this 
period he was also something of a philosopher. Indeed philosophy 
might be said to take the place of religion for him, as it did for Plato, 
whom he greatly admired and tended to follow. It was through philo- 
sophy and the use of reason, he believed, that human life could be 
improved. This outlook finds expression in a simply written little 
book on ethics and the art of living, which has been translated into 
English under the title of The Spiritual Physick.5 The translator 
speaks of his attitude as one of ‘intellectual hedonism’, which ‘re- 
flects very characteristically the outlook of the cultured Persian 
gentleman’. He had little use for religion, Islamic or any other. Doubt- 
less he shared something of the outlook of the Persian secretary class, 
of whom he must have known many; but, though he is said to have 
had Manichaean sympathies, there is no clear evidence of this in his 
writings. Likewise, he is said to have had connections with the 
Sabi’an philosophical school of Harran; but his philosophy is more 
Platonic than either Neopythagorean (like that of the Sabi’ans} or 
Neoplatonic. Its precise source is, indeed, still something of a mys- 
tery, and he stands apart from the other Islamic philosophers. His 
ideal of life was of one devoted to intellectual pursuits, and his 
philosophy was of a piece with this. The ideal could not be made 
universal, but the philosophy justified his own use of his talents in 
helping to raise the level of Islamic culture, even if it was not a 
satisfactory account of what he in fact achieved. 

The attraction of Greek science and philosophy for the Muslims 
seems to have been due in the first place to practical interests. The 
caliphs were concerned for their own health and that of those around 
them, and believed that the practitioners of Greek medical science 
could do something to help them. In this milieu, too, a high practical 
value was attached to astrology, which was not distinguished from 
astronomy. Astrological-astronomical works had an important place 
in the translation programme, and those competent in this discipline 
were received with favour at court. Since philosophy was closely 
associated with these sciences in teaching, it was natural that atten- 
tion should be paid to it also. It is important to realize, however, that 
all this cultivation of the Greek tradition took place largely in iso- 
lation from the main stream of Islamic thought represented by the 
‘general religious movement’. 

The contacts of this latter with the living Hellenistic tradition 
came about chiefly in two ways. Some men came to realize the 
usefulness of logical methods and of philosophy as a whole through 
having arguments with members of other religions. Such arguments 
seem to have been common. Among the works of St John of Damas- 
cus (d.750) is a ‘Disputation between a Christian and a Saracen’ 
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which shows Christians the arguments they were likely to meet 
and possible lines of reply.6 A record has also been preserved of the 
speech made by the Nestorian patriarch Timothy in 781 in a public 
discussion in the presence of the caliph.” In Iraq there were also 
Buddhists and members of Indian sects. Thus from an early date 
Muslims must have realized that they were living among people of 
high intellectual culture who criticized and rejected some of their 
religious beliefs, and the needs of polemics and apologetics would 
encourage them to pay some attention to philosophical concepts and 
methods. 

The other form of contact was through the conversion to Islam of 
men who had been brought up in the Hellenistic tradition of Iraq. 
This is difficult to document exactly, but it is known that many of the 
most prominent religious scholars of the early ‘Abbasid period were 
converts or the sons of converts. Allowance must be made, however, 
for the fact that in lraq—in contrast to Egypt— many men, even when 
they had not received explicit Hellenistic teaching, seem to have had 
a natural penchant towards the use of reason. Discussions of legal 
questions were prominent in the general religious movement, and 
some of the scholars involved, notably Abt-Hanifa and his followers, 
favoured rational forms of argument. When such scholars turned to 
theology, it was natural that they should make use of reasoning in 
this sphere also. Other scholars, and in particular the Hanbalites, 
strenuously opposed rational methods in both jurisprudence and 
theology. The discipline of rational, philosophical or speculative 
theology was known as Kalam (literally ‘speech’}, and must have 
been well established before the end of the eighth century, since we 
hear of discussions in the salon of the Barmakids. 

One of the prominent early Mutakallimtin or exponents of 
Kalam was Dirar ibn-‘Amr, whose floruit was about the reign of 
Harun ar-Rashid (786—809].° He is known to have visited Baghdad, 
but spent most of his life in Basra, where he is reported to have been 
the leader of the discussions on Kalam before the Mu'tazilite Aba-!- 
Hudhayl. Only brief accounts of his views on various points have 
survived, but these cover all the matters discussed at the time from 
politics to physics. His political position may be described as moder- 
ate, and he was sufficiently versed in the Greek tradition to write a 
book on the Aristotelian doctrine of substances and accidents. In 
respect of theology in the narrower sense he was broadly speaking a 
Sunnite, and he seems to have been the first exponent of a conception 
later regarded as characteristic of Ash‘arism, the conception of kasb 
or ‘acquisition’. This was an attempt to reconcile the individual’s 
responsibility for his acts with God’s omnipotence. All Muslims held 
that God was omnipotent and also that he was a just judge; but to 
condemn people to Hell for acts for which they were not responsible 
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would be unjust. Dirar’s solution of the problem was that God creates 
our acts, whereas we ‘acquire’ them. Obviously any human act, such 
as shooting an arrow, presupposes that all the things involved will 
continue to function according to their natures. All, however, are 
created by God, as indeed is also the agent’s power to initiate the act. 
Yet despite this the act is in some sense his act, and the term kasb is 
an attempt to indicate this relationship between the human agent 
and his act. It probably had a commercial connotation and meant 
‘having it credited to him’ rather than simply ‘acquiring’. Other 
renderings would be ‘appropriating it’ or ‘making it his’.® 

Another scholar who was a contemporary of Dirar’s and partici- 
pated with him in theological debates in the salon of Yahya the 
Barmakid, was Hisham ibn-al-Hakam. In many respects his views 
were similar to those of Dirar, but in politics he was an Imamite (or 
Rafidite}. While Dirar seems to have been an Arab, Hisham was 
probably a non-Arab, and moreover in Kufa, where he spent most of 
his life, was in touch with at least one of the groups which mingled 
dualistic speculations with Greek ideas. 

The names are preserved of half a dozen other scholars who seem 
to have been followers of Dirar and to have constituted something 
like a school. They are sometimes referred to collectively as Ahl 
al-Ithbat, ‘the upholders of the affirmation’ (sc. of God’s omnipot- 
ence}. One or two others are also known to have engaged in Kalam 
who were neither Mu‘tazilites nor followers of Dirar. In the period 
after Dirar and Hisham the development of Kalam was largely in the 
hands of the Mu'tazilite sect, but some of the earliest Mu'tazilites 
worked closely with these two men and seem to have been influenced 
by them. Indeed for a time the term ‘Mu'tazilite’ (originally a nick- 
name) was used loosely and was applied to Dirar and others who 
employed Greek ideas in theological discussions. It is clear that all 
the early theologians mentioned were very interested in Hellenistic 
thought and had a wide knowledge of it, though they were perhaps 
not as expert as the translators and the philosophers like al-Kindi. 
During the excitement of the pioneer exploration of Hellenistic 
philosophy men of diverse views and interests seem to have mixed 
freely with one another, but before the end of the ninth century the 
philosophical theologians and the philosophers proper were working 
incomplete isolation from one another. 

. The phrase ‘the first wave of Hellenism’ used as the title of Part 2 

describes this first period of enthusiasm for the study of the Greek 
tradition, and also indicates that it was limited in certain respects. 
Though the theologians sometimes discussed questions that were 
essentially philosophical, more and more they lost interest in such 
matters. What they continued to use was certain methods of argu- 
ment they had learnt and a few ideas which were found helpful in 
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arguments with other Muslims and with members of other religions. 
By about 850, however, this ‘first wave’ had subsided, and no fresh 
Greek elements were taken into Kalam until the late eleventh cen- 
tury with al-Ghazali. 

Dirar and his followers have been described as a ‘forgotten 
school’. The Muslim writers of books on heresies could not conceive 
of a development of doctrine but thought that it remained static and 
unchanging. All they did therefore was to mention heretical views 
and to classify theologians on that basis. Though Dirar was in fact 
working his way towards some of the formulations of Sunnite Kalam, 
the heresiographers failed to appreciate this, and recorded some of his 
incidental speculations, such as the suggestion that on the day of 
resurrection the faithful would receive a sixth sense by which they 
would perceive God’s essence. The modern historian, thinking in 
terms of development, is able to see that Dirar and his associates 
made important contributions to the elaboration of Kalam in both its — 
Sunnite and Mu'tazilite versions. 
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THE MU'‘TAZILITES 


In the second half of the nineteenth century European scholars were 
attracted by some of the views of the Mu'tazilites and studied them 
with great sympathy. In an account of them published in 1865 Hein- 
rich Steiner of Zitirich spoke of them as ‘the free-thinkers of Islam’. At 
this period the later Sunnite philosophical theology or Kalam was 
little known in Europe and still less appreciated. The Mu'tazilites 
were seen as standing for freedom of the will and human responsi- 
bility ; in other respects they adopted sensible, almost nineteenth- 
century liberal attitudes. It was felt that Islam would have been ever 
so much more congenial to the European if only the Mu'tazilites had 
not been replaced by the dry-as-dust, hide-bound, hair-splitting Ash’- 
arites and their like. In the twentieth century, however, Western 
scholars gradually realized that this whole conception of the Mu'ta- 
zilites was inaccurate. They were not free-thinkers but quite definite 
Muslims, even if they indulged in speculation on some points; and, 
far from being liberal in outlook, they were behind the unhappy 
episode of the ‘Inquisition’ in the ninth century. In other ways, too, 
their theological views were linked with the politics of the day. 
Finally it was realized that some at least had been zealous apologists 
for Islam towards members of other religions. 

The Mu'tazilites who attracted the European scholars and who 
were important in the history of Islamic theology were those who 
were involved in the process of bringing Greek conceptions into the 
discussions of Islamic dogma, that is, in the first elaboration of the 
discipline of Kalam. As has just been indicated, the name ‘Mu tazilite’ 
was at first used in a fairly wide sense to include men like Dirar 
ibn-‘Amr, but was later restricted to those who accepted the five 
points of the Mu‘tazilite dogmatic position (to be enumerated later). 
Nowadays ‘Mu'tazilite’ is normally used only in the restricted sense 
by both Muslim and Western scholars, and this usage is followed 
here. 

The main founders of the Mu'‘tazilite school, as it came to be, 
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were four men: Mu‘ammar, Abu-l-Hudhay! and an-Nazzam at Basra 
and Bishr ibn-al-Mu‘tamir at Baghdad. The dates of their deaths are 
given as 830, 841 (or later}, 836 (or 845) and 825, but none appear to 
have been publicly active after about 820, and their main activity was 
possibly much earlier. Mu‘ammar was roughly a contemporary of 
Dirar and is said to have had Bishr as a pupil. Abt-l-Hudhayl was 
sufficiently well known to take part in a symposium on love in the 
salon of Yahya the Barmakid (before 803}, and succeeded Dirdar as 
leader of the discussions on Kalam in Basra. Bishr ibn-al-Mu‘tamir 
was imprisoned because of Shi‘ite sympathies during the reign of 
Hartin ar-Rashid {786-809}, presumably after the fall of the Bar- 
makids in 803. Thus it is likely that it was during that reign that 
Mu‘tazilite Kalam began to take shape. 

This account of the beginnings of Mu ‘tazilism differs from that 
given by ash-Shahrastani, which has been widely accepted as the 
standard one, not least by occidental scholars. His account places the 
origin of Mu'tazilism fully half a century earlier in the circle of 
al-Hasan al-Basri {d.728). On one occasion al-Hasan was asked 
whether the grave sinner should be regarded as a believer or as an 
unbeliever. When he hesitated, one of the circle, Wasil ibn-‘Ata’, 
broke in with the assertion that the grave sinner was neither but was 
in an ‘intermediate position’ {manzila bayn al-manzilatayn—liter- 
ally, ‘a position between the two positions’). On Wasil’s leaving the 
circle, accompanied by some of the members, and establishing him- 
self at another pillar of the mosque, al-Hasan remarked ‘he has with- 
drawn (i‘tazala} from us‘; and this gave rise to the collectivesname 
Mutazila, ‘withdrawers’. 

There are strong reasons for rejecting this story. There are nu- 
merous versions of it, some much earlier than ash-Shahrastani, and 
the versions differ at important points. The person who withdrew is 
sometimes said to be ‘Amr ibn-‘Ubayd, not Wa4sil, and the circle from 
which he withdrew to be not that of al-Hasan but of his successor 
Qatada. The phrase with i‘tazala is also ascribed to various people. A 
further difficulty is that Wasil and ‘Amr are both sometimes spoken 
of as Kharijites, and their views—to judge from the little that is 
recorded of them—seem at least as close to those of some moderate 
Khéarijites as to those of the Mu ‘tazilites. Moreover there is nothing to 
suggest that Wasil and ‘Amr had any special knowledge of Greek 
thought or were interested in it; they died in 748 and 761 respectively. 

One point in the story which may be accepted, however, is that 
there was some connection between Mu tazilism and the disciples of 
al-Hasan al-Basri, among whom ‘Amr was prominent. The scholars 
in al-Hasan’s following seem to have remained on friendly terms 
-with one another for at least forty years, even when their views 
diverged. Wasil and others may have held something like the five 
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principles of the Mu'tazilites, though in an embryonic form. Even if 
this is so, however, the implicit doctrinal (and political) position was 
not the distinctive contribution of the Mu'tazilites to the growth of 
Islamic theology ; it was their embracing of Kalam. 

Such considerations make it probable that it was Abi-l-Hudhayl 
who put forward the story about ‘withdrawing’ and who insisted that 
the only true Mu'tazilites were those who accepted the five prin- 
ciples, which by this time had been theologically elaborated. Insis- 
tence on the five principles excluded some of the followers of Dirar 
and gave doctrinal cohesion to most of the practitioners of Kalam, so 
that they could now be said to be a genuine school. The use of the 
story had also advantages. It gave the term ‘withdrawers’ an unobjec- 
tionable meaning, of which those so called need not be ashamed; 
originally it had probably been a nickname meaning those who had 
‘withdrawn’ from both ‘Ali and his opponents in the first civil war. 
The story also presented the Mu'tazilites as having genuine roots in 
Islamic life, and so met the objection that they were introducing 
foreign un-Islamic ideas. At some point they seem to have been 
taunted with being followers of Jahm ibn-Safwan—a man with a bad 
reputation, perhaps because he had fought along with infidels against 
Muslims. Some verses ascribed to Bishr ibn-al-Mu‘tamir, which are 
probably authentic, speak of Dirar as a follower of Jahm and himself 
of ‘Amr ibn-‘Ubayd. Both Wasil and ‘Amr would be preferable to Jahm 
as intellectual figure-heads for the school, and there were similarities 
between their political attitudes and those of the Mu'‘tazilites in the 
early ninth century. | 

In the ‘Inquisition’ begun by al-Ma’min the doctrine of the 
createdness of the Qur'an, of which public profession had to be made, 
was a doctribe proclaimed by the Mu'tazilites. Several Mu'tazilites 
had high positions in al-Ma’miin’s administration and must have 
supported his policy of attempting to reconcile opposing interests by 
the ‘Inquisition’. In other respects, too, the views implicit in al- 
Ma'miin’s policies were close to those recorded of Bishr ibn-al-Mu'ta- 
mir and the other Mu'tazilites of Baghdad. The Mu'tazilites of Basra, 
following Abu-l-Hudhayl, were less favourable to ‘Ali but seem also 
to have been interested in reducing tensions within the community. 

The first of the five principles of the Mu'tazilites was that of 
‘unity’, or, more correctly, ‘assertion of unity’, since the Arabic word 
tawhid means literally ‘the making one’. This implied much more 
than the mere statement that God is one and that there are not many 
gods. Muslims enumerate ninety-nine ‘beautiful names’ (al-asmda 
al-husnd) of God mentioned in the Qur’4n, and of these seven re- 
ceived special attention from the early theologians: the Knowing (or 
omniscient }, the Powerful (or Almighty], the Willing, the Living, the 
Hearing, the Seeing, the Speaking. Some theologians held that God 
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had attributes (sifat) corresponding to these names, such as Know- 
ledge, Power, Will. To the Mu'tazilites, however, this was seen as 
introducing an element of multiplicity into the unity of God’s nature 
or essence (nafs, dhat), and in insisting on ‘unity’ they were asserting 
that these attributes had no sort of independent or hypostatic exis- 
tence, but were merged in the unity of God’s being. In so far as God 
knew, he knew by himself or by his essence, and not by any hypo- 
static Knowledge. (In passing it may be noted that Arabic-speaking 
Christian theologians commonly identified the three hypostases (or 
personae) of the Trinity with three attributes, such as Existence, 
Knowledge, Life.} 

The discussion of the attributes by Muslims seems to have 
developed out of discussions about the Qur'an. These may have 
begun before 750, but it is more likely that it was only towards the 
end of the century that there were vigorous arguments about the 
Qur'an and that these arose from questions connected with Qadar- 
ism. Muslims in general accepted the view that the Qur'an is the 
Speech (or Word} of God. The Qur'an, however, has many references 
to historical events, and at the same time phrases suggesting its 
pre-existence on a heavenly ‘table’ (Jawh—85.21f.}. From these points 
it could be argued that the historical events were predetermined. A 
contrary argument to this is found in a letter of al-Ma’min about the 
‘Inquisition’. He quotes the verse ‘thus we narrate to you accounts of 
what has gone before’ (20.99), and draws the inference that the 
Qur 4n was produced after the happenings of which it gives accounts. 
Even if the discussions began from Qadarism, however, by the time of 
al-Ma’miin (as explained above) what was at issue was rather the 
relative political powers of the caliph and his ministers on the one 
hand and the ulema on the other hand. 

Arguments were developed on both sides with great subtlety, 
and the range of topics included in the discussion became ever wider. 
Central to the arguments was the interpretation of Qur’anic phrases. 
Thus from the words ‘we have made it (ja‘alnd-hu) an Arabic Qur’an’ 
(43.3) it was argued that this ‘making’ implies creating. One of the 
most ingenious arguments was from the passages, of which there are 
several, where a speech, such as ‘I am thy Lord’, is addressed to Moses 
from a bush. The upholders of uncreatedness then insisted that, if this 
is created, a created thing must have said to Moses ‘Iam thy Lord’, so 
that Moses became guilty of idolatry in accepting a created thing as 
his Lord. 

From arguments of this kind, which were often only verbal 
juggling, the discussion passed on to deeper questions. The Mu'tazil- 
ites tried to baffle their opponents by asking them about their own 
‘utterance’ of the Quran; when a Muslim recites the Qur4n, his 
reciting or ‘utterance’ of it is surely not uncreated. This puzzle rests of 
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course on the special nature of speech, and in particular on the 
difference between the relation of speech to the speaker and that of 
the thing made or created to its maker or creator. Speech is an 
expression of the character of the speaker to a much greater extent 
than an artefact is an expression of the character of its maker, and is 
indeed in a sense one with the speaker, whereas the thing made is 
separate from its maker. Modern electronic devices have multiplied 
the puzzles in this field; for instance, when I hear a recording of a 
speech by a man now dead, am I hearing the man himself? 

The conception of the Word or Speech of God as eternal is one of 
the points which have suggested to European scholars that the 
development of Islamic theology was largely due to Christian in- 
fluences. In this case there is the obvious similarity between the 
Christian belief that Jesus is the eternal Word of God and a phrase 
about him in the Qur'an (3.45 ]. The parallel is not exact, however, for 
the word commonly applied to the Quran is kalém, which is proper- 
ly ‘speech’, whereas the phrase used of Jesus is kalima min-hu, ‘a 
word from him {God}’. Yet, even if the similarity were closer than 
this, it does not follow that there was direct influence. As has already 
been explained, the development of Islamic theology came about 
because of tensions within the community of Muslims. Muslim 
theologians did not simply copy Christian ideas, but it is possible 
that a man might adopt a Christian idea if it fitted into his arguments 
against Muslim rivals. 

The transition from discussions about the Speech of God to a 
general discussion of the attributes is an easy one. Those who say that 
the Qur'an is the uncreated or eternal speech seem to an opponent to 
be asserting that there are two eternal beings, God and the Qur'an. 
One of the ways in which they tried to escape from this conclusion 
was by maintaining that the Qur'an is God’s knowledge or part of his 
knowledge. They can then say to an opponent, ‘Is it possible for God 
to exist and his Knowledge not to exist?’ If it was conceded that his - 
Knowledge existed eternally, then the Qur'an must also exist etern- 
ally. The Mu'‘tazilites avoided this denial of their doctrine of ‘unity’ 
by holding that God had no such hypostatic Knowledge in any way 
distinct from himself. They then applied this view to the other 
attributes. 

The second of the five principles defining the Mu‘tazilite posi- 
tion was that of justice or righteousness (‘ad/), and they liked to speak 
of themselves as ‘the people of unity and justice’. In their concern for 
the observance of the moral laws of Islam the Mu'tazilites were heirs 
of the puritan outlook of the Kharijites, which is not surprising in 
view of the Kharijite sympathies of WAsil and ‘Amr. This concern, 
however, is more linked with other principles than with the principle 
of justice. The latter came to be primarily associated with their belief 
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in the freedom of the human will and the individual’s responsibility 
for his acts, the connection being that, if God condemns men to Hell 
for acts for which they were not responsible, he is acting unjustly. In 
this the Mu'tazilites were heirs of that section of the ‘general religious 
movement’ which favoured Qadarism. 

Since all Mu'‘tazilites accepted the freedom of the will in general, 
the views recorded of them tend to be about subordinate questions. 
The central concern here was the relation of God to the ultimate 
destiny of human beings—Paradise {Heaven} or Hell. By insisting on 
human freedom and responsibility the Mu'tazilites made a person's 
ultimate destiny depend on himself. The basic thought was that God 
in revelation showed the believers what they ought to do to attain 
Paradise, and then left it to each of them to do it or not to do it. This 
gave a tidy rational scheme with Paradise as the reward for obedience 
and Hell as the punishment for disobedience. It is presupposed that 
God is bound to reward and punish in this way, in accordance with 
the third principle. In due course, however, they became aware of 
complications. What about children? If they had not committed any 
sins, should they not go to Paradise? But, if they went to Paradise, 
they had not earned it by their obedience, and was that fair to those 
who had? | 

In this connection a reference to the story of the three brothers is 
not amiss. Though it is usually told to explain al-Ash‘ari’s abandon- 
ment of the Mu'tazilites, it seems rather to contain a criticism of the 
Muttazilites of Baghdad by those of Basra. According to the story 
there were once three brothers, one good, one wicked, and one who 
died asa child; the first is in Paradise, the second in Hell, and the third 
in something less than Paradise where he is neither rewarded nor 
punished, The third complains that by being made to die as a child he 
has been given no chance to merit Paradise by his obedience —the 
commands and prohibitions of Islam were not applicable to children 
below a certain age, and so these could not be held either to obey or to 
disobey. He is given the reply that God caused him to die early be- 
cause he foresaw that, if he grew up, he would be thoroughly wicked. 
Upon this the second brother asks why he also had not been made to 
die young before he committed the sins which brought him to Hell. 
To this, of course, there is no answer. The whole story is a critique of 
certain Mu‘tazilites who held that God is bound to do what is best 
(al-aslah}) for human beings. The discussions of such matters have 
also further ramifications, such as the unmerited sufferings of chil- 
dren and the sufferings of animals. The latter topic may have been 
introduced as a result of contact with Indian sects, though it was also 
discussed by Christian theologians. 

The remaining three of the five principles, though used to define 
the Mu'tazilite position, especially in its political aspect, hardly 
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appeared in the theological discussions. In al-Ash‘ari’s account of the 
opinions of individual Mu'tazilites in his Maqalat by far the greater 
part (about nine-tenths) is concerned with points which fall under 
the first two principles. The third principle is ‘the promise and the 
threat’ { al-wa‘d wa-l-wa‘id}, or Paradise and Hell, and it implies that 
God is bound to reward the obedient with Paradise as he has promised 
and to punish the disobedient with Hell as he has threatened. Among 
the points discussed under this heading were: what is faith? what is 
the difference between grave and light sins, and ultimately between 
good and evil? from what kind of men can Hadith be accepted? Such 
questions arose out of the debates between Murji‘ites and Kharijites. 
The Mu'tazilites remained close to the Kh4rijite position and, for 
example, opposed the view common among followers of Abi-Hanifa 
with Murji’ite sympathies that sinners of the community would 
ultimately be transferred from Hell to Paradise at the intercession of 
the Prophet. 

The fourth principle was that of the ‘intermediate position’, said 
to have been introduced by WaAsil. In practice it led to political 
compromise on the basis of leaving certain questions undecided. One 
did not decide whether ‘Uthm4n was a believer or an unbeliever, or 
whether some of those who participated in the civil war after his 
death were in the right and others in the wrong. The aim seems to 
have been that Muslims should in some sense accept the whole of 
their past history and so avoid a situation in which some identified 
themselves with one strand in it and others with another. This aim is 
commendable, but the ‘intermediate position’ had a negative aspect; 
one neither wholly identified oneself with, say, ‘Ali, nor wholly 
disassociated oneself from him. The eventual Sunnite position was 
one of more whole-hearted acceptance, and probably owed more to 
the conception of ‘postponement’ {i7ja’ ). 

The fifth principle is that of ‘commanding the right and forbid- 
ding the wrong’ {al-amr bi-l-ma‘raf wa-n-nahy ‘an al-munkar). This 
was understood by the Mu'tazilites and others as the obligation to 
maintain justice and oppose injustice by tongue, hand and sword, 
where one was able to do so successfully. It could cover both moral 
exhortation of one’s fellow-Muslims and moral criticism of unjust 
rulers and even revolt against them. For the earlier Mu'tazilites, at 
least, it implied supporting the ‘Abbasids. 

Enough is known about the leading Mu'tazilites to make it 
possible to give an account of their distinctive individual views, but 
such a detailed study would be out of place in the present survey. The 
following is a brief sketch of the developments up to about 950. 

The Mu'tazilite school of Basra is probably earlier than that of 
Baghdad, and grew out of the teaching of men like al-Hasan al-Basri 
and Dirar. As already mentioned, Mu‘ammar seems to have been a 
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contemporary of Dirar. Because he explored the use of Greek con- 
ceptions in a somewhat idiosyncratic way, he may have had less 
direct influence on later developments.? The man who did most to 
give a definite shape to Mu'tazilism in Basra was the slightly younger 
Aba-l-Hudhayl, also known as al-‘Allaf, said to have been born be- 
tween 748 and 753. He probably remained active in Basra until about 
818 when he settled in Baghdad. In his thinking he made considerable 
use of the Aristotelian conception of substance and accident, but, in 
accordance with the atomism which came to dominate Islamic theo- 
logy, he regarded each accident as lasting for only a single ( atomic} 
moment.? Also at Basra was an-Nazzam (Ibrahim ibn-Sayyar], a fol- 
lower of Abt-l-Hudhayl but probably not much younger. He seems to 
have been more interested in the scientific side of Greek thought, 
perhaps as a result of the teaching of the non-Mu'tazilite Hisham 
ibn-al-Hakam, whose lectures he is said to have attended.* In the 
generation after Abi-l-Hudhayl and an-Nazz4m none of the Mu‘tazil- 
ites of Basra was outstanding. 

The founder of the school of Baghdad was without question Bishr 
ibn-al-Mu‘tamir. He presumably studied in Basra, since he wrote 
refutations in verse of several of the leading scholars of Basra, Mu'ta- 
zilites and others. Along with some of these he participated in the 
Barmakid symposium on love. It was presumably after the fall of the 
Barmakids that he was imprisoned by Hardin ar-Rashid for alleged 
Rafidite sympathies; but it is unlikely that he was a Rafidite in the 
strict sense, though he certainly thought highly of ‘Ali. He and some 
of his disciples are found at the court of al-Ma’miun in Khorasan in 
817, and presumably returned to Baghdad in 819 along with the 
caliph. Bishr may have begun Mu'tazilite teaching in Baghdad in the 
Barmakid period, but the real founding of the school of Baghdad may 
not have been until 819. The other Mu'tazilites prominent at the 
court of al-Ma’miin made little contribution to theological discus- 
sion, but a little later there was a notable triad: al-Iskafi (d.85 4} and 
the two Ja‘fars, Ja‘far ibn-Harb (d.850) and Ja‘far ibn-al-Mubashshir 
(d.848). About the time when they were active the doctrine became 
popular in Baghdad that God is bound to do what is best (aslah) for 
human beings. The two Ja‘fars were also noted for their ascetic way of 
life. 

With these three men the great creative period of Mu‘tazilism, its 
Golden Age, may be said to have come te an end. When the policy of 
the ‘Inquisition’ was abandoned about 850, they lost their political 
influence and their contacts with the caliphal government. Gradually 
they were transformed into a small coterie of academic theologians in 
touch neither with the masses of the people nor with the main 
streams of Islamic thought. There were all the marks of a Silver Age; 
the zest and excitement of the previous period had been lost, and 
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thinkers, instead of exploring fresh fields, were seeking to introduce 
greater refinement into the answers to old questions. Round about 
the year 900 this trend is partially reversed and an element of origin- 
ality is found in three men, two in Basra and one in Baghdad. 

Somewhere about 885 the headship of the school of Basra fell to 
al-Jubba’'i (Aba-‘Ali Muhammad).5 Against the Mu'tazilites of Bagh- 
dad he argued that it is only in respect of religion that God is bound to 
do what is best for human beings, namely, by sending prophets to 
bring his messages. to them. He saw that God’s dealings with indi- 
viduals cannot be rationally explained but remain inscrutable; and he 
may have made some use of the story of ‘the three brothers’. The only 
obligation upon God, he insisted, is that he should be consistent with 
himself. On his death in 915 he was succeeded by his son Abia- 
Hashim (‘Abd-as-Salam ibn-Muhammad al-Jubba’i). Aba-Hashim is 
chiefly remembered for a novel theory of ‘states’ (ahwal, sing. hal). 
When one says ‘God is knowing’, ‘knowing’, he held, expresses the 
‘state’ of God’s essence distinct from that essence. This was in effect 
an attempt to maintain that in an attribute like ‘knowledge’ there is 
nothing hypostatic or quasi-substantive. Thus baldly stated the 
theory is not impressive, but one or two later Ash‘arite theologians 
found something attractive in it. Aba-Hashim died in 933. 

About the same time the head of the school of Baghdad was a 
man who is known both as al-Ka'‘bi and as Abi-!-Q4sim al-Balkhi. He 
discussed the attributes of God and the question of what God is 
bound to do for his creatures, but he is noted above all for his working 
out of the atomistic view of nature. He held, for example, that an 
accident does not endure for two successive moments of time, but 
that every substance and every accident is created afresh by God in 
each moment. God’s omnipotence implies that he can do what he 
likes without anything resembling a stable policy. Despite the idea of 
causal continuity in nature implicit in Greek science and philosophy 
a dominant place in their thought was given to atomism by Islamic 
thinkers and not least by the Ash‘arites. This may be due in part to the 
experience of Arabian nomads in the desert, where the irregularity 
of nature can be more obvious than its regularity, or to sedentary 
peoples’ experience of the whims of autocratic rulers. 

While it may be difficult for the Western scholar of the last 
quarter of the twentieth century to share the enthusiasm for Mu ‘tazil- 
ism of the scholars of a century earlier, it certainly made an outstand- 
ing contribution to Islamic thought by the assimilation of a large 
number of Greek ideas and methods of argument. This was essential- 
ly the achievement of the great Mu'tazilites of the Golden Age. It 
must be constantly emphasized, however, that this was no simple 
acceptance of Greek beliefs because they seemed true and superior to 
Arab or Quranic beliefs. It is rather the case that whatever was taken 
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from the Greeks was accepted because it was useful, that is, useful in 
their arguments with other Muslims and with non-Muslims. Since 
the Mu'tazilites were regarded as heretics, however, by the Sunnites, 
many of their ideas and doctribes could not be taken over directly by 
Sunnism; but what could happen was that, when Sunnite theologians 
were arguing against Mu'tazilites, they might find themselves forced 
by the course of the argument to adopt some of the ideas of their 
opponents. Perhaps it could be said that the function of the Mu'tazil- 
ites was to take over all Greek ideas that seemed even remotely useful 
to the formulation of Islamic doctrine, so that it could then be left to 
others to sift these ideas in order to discover which were genuinely 
assimilable. In the end many ideas were retained, but seldom in 
precisely the form in which the Mutazilites had presented them. 


NOTES 
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CHAPTER NINE 


THE POLARIZATION OF SUNNISM AND SHI‘ISM 


In the history of Islamic religion the main feature of the century from 
850 to 950 was that it became polarized into definite Sunnite and 
Shi‘ite forms. The Muslim scholarly tradition has no conception of | 
development, and so the Sunnites see Sunnism as having been the 
belief of Muslims from the beginning. Modern scholars using the 
concept of development, on the other hand, can show how Sunnism 
gradually attained a fuller and more precise formulation of its beliefs, 
as circumstances forced the Muslims to decide between rival inter- | 
pretations of basic texts. | 

It was in the aftermath of the Inquisition that Sunnism may 
be said to have become the official religion of the caliphate. The 
policy of the Inquisition was abandoned by a series of measures in the 
first two or three years of the reign of al-Mutawakkil (847—61}, and 
from this time onward Sunnism was the form of religion followed, at 
least de facto, by the ‘Abbasid caliphs. Apart from this political 
decision, however, various other processes were taking place which 
together led to the consolidation of Sunnism in something like its 
tinal form.! 

One of these processes was a clearer formulation of the basic 
principles or ‘roots’ of jurisprudence, and a widening area of agree- 
ment between jurists.” Previously each of the main centres of legal 
thought had tended to go its own way and had merely said, ‘The 
teaching of our school is. . .’, or had supported it by reference to a 
distinguished earlier member of the school. In time, however, some 
points of law came to be justified by quoting a Hadith about some- 
thing Muhammad had said or done; this, of course, was in those cases 
where there was no clear Quranic statement, or where the interpret- 
ation of the Qur’4n was disputed. As a result of the work of the jurist 
ash-Shafii (767—820] the methodological superiority of justifying 
legal principles by Hadith came to be generally recognized and all the 
schools began to claim that their teachings were in accordance with 
Qur'an and Hadith as two ‘roots’ of law { usul al-figh). Ash-Shafi't also 
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introduced other two ‘roots’, ‘analogy’ (giyds}) and ‘consensus’ (ijm4d‘}, 
but not all the schools recognized these. By about 900 the four 
- Sunnite schools or rites (madhdhib) which still exist—Hanafites, 
Hanbalites, Malikites and Shafi'ites—had a fairly definite shape, and 
there were also some minor schools which subsequently faded away. 
No new school with a distinctive methodology was founded after this 
date. 7 
The development of jurisprudence led to advances in the study 
of Hadith. Much care was taken in distinguishing ‘sound’ Hadith 
from others by scrutiny of the isndds, and great collections of Hadith 
were formed for legal purposes. The best known are those of al- 
Bukhari (d.870} and Muslim (d.875], and in the course of the tenth 
century these and four others came to be accepted as specially author- 
itative, and are sometimes described by the occidental term ‘canoni- 
cal’. This was another aspect of the consolidation of Sunnism. 
Something similar was happening in Quranic studies.* The in- 
terpretation of the text of the Qur'an had always received much 
attention from Muslim scholars, and by about 900 there was wide 
agreement about the interpretation of many verses. All that was best 
in the work of the previous two anda half centuries was taken up into 
the great Qur’4n-commentary of at-Tabari (d.923]}, which faithfully 
preserves the more important divergent views on questions of inter- 
pretation. Another scholar Ibn-Mujahid (d.935} devoted himself to 
the study of the variants in the Quranic text, and as a result of his 
work seven sets of readings came to be accepted as equally correct. 
In the elaboration and formulation of Sunnite dogma there was 
also a growing measure of agreement. This came about despite the 
fact that there were two opposing trends in respect of what might be 
called theological method. Something has already been said about 
Kalam or rational theology, and an account has been given of the 
views of men like Dirar and the Mu'tazilites. Vehemently opposed to - 
these Mutakallimiin were the Ahl al-Hadith, the ‘people of the 
Hadith’, who probably included most of the serious scholars of the 
period and not merely the specialists in the study of Hadith. The Ah] 
al-Hadith contained many shades of theological opinion, but the 
majority of them were in a general sense ‘conservative’. In contrast 
many of the Mutakallimin, especially the Mu'tazilites, 1 might be 
called ‘liberal’ or ‘radical’. Earlier Western students of these matters 
tended to think that all practitioners of Kalam were Mu tazilites up to 
the time of al-Ash‘ari; but the researches of the last forty years have 
made it clear that in the ninth century there were Mutakallimin 
whose dogmatic position was closely akin to that of the ‘conserv- 
atives’ among the Ahl al-Hadith. 
The foremost representative of the Ahl al-Hadith i in the first half 
of the ninth century was Ahmad ibn-Hanbal {780-855 ).5 From him 
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the Hanbalite legal school took its name, and there was a distinctive 
Hanbalite theological tradition closely associated with the legal 
school. His eminence came partly from his outstanding intellectual 
ability and partly from the fact that in the Inquisition he was one of 
the few ulema who refused to make a public profession of belief in the 
createdness of the Quran. Several credal statements have been pre- 
served setting out his position (and that of most of the Ah] al-Hadith ) 
on the doctrinal questions which had hitherto been discussed, such as 
God’s determination of events. Some of these credal statements may 
have been slightly modified by the later Hanbalites who transmitted 
them, but there is no change of substance. Emphasis was placed on 
the uncreatedness of the Qur'an, and Ahmad ibn-Hanbal insisted that 
even the human utterance (Jafz) of the Qur’4n was uncreated. The 
close relation of religion and politics in Islam is shown by the fact 
that there is an article to the effect that ‘the best of the community 
after the Prophet is Abt-Bakr, then ‘Umar, then ‘Uthméan, then ‘Aly’. 
Despite earlier questioning of the position of ‘Uthman this became 
the final Sunnite position. 

Throughout the ninth century and later the Sunnite position was 
also being given fuller formulation by the Hanafites, the followers of 
Abu-Hanifa in law and, to a great extent, also in theology.* Though 
the Hanafites believed in the use of reasoning in legal matters (and are 
prominent among the Ahl ar-Ra’y, the upholders of individual rea- 
soning in law), not all of them allowed the use of reasoning in 
questions of doctrine. This did not greatly affect their credal state- 
ments, however. These are ascribed to Abi-Hanifa himself, but are 
clearly later. Thus the creed called the Wasiyya or ‘Testament’ of 
Abt-Hanifa appears to date from about 850, whereas that known as 
Al-figh al-akbar I is possibty half a century later, since it expresses a 
more developed doctrine of the attributes of God. The latter also 
asserts that man’s utterance of the Qur'an is created, whereas the 
earlier Wasiyya is silent on this point and in general closer to the 
views of Ahmad ibn-Hanbal. Both have an article about the four 
caliphs. Perhaps the most important difference between the Hanaf- 
ites and the Hanbalites is that the Hanbalites maintain that faith 
increases and decreases, while the Hanafites deny this; the point at 
issue seems to be whether faith is taken to include activity {acts of 
obedience) or is thought of primarily as involved in membership of 
the community. 

There were also Mutakallimtn during the ninth century whose 
doctrinal position was not far removed from that of the Hanbalites 
and Hanafites. The most influential seems to have been Ibn-Kullab, 
who died shortly after 854, and who was remembered for his elabor- 
ation of the doctrine of the attributes ( sifat} of God.” For a time there 
was a group of Sunnite Mutakallimiin known as the Kullabiyya, and 
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it was apparently to this group that al-Ash‘ari attached himself when 
he abandoned the Mu'‘tazilites (as will be described in the next 
chapter). 

Another group took shape in the eastern provinces in the later 
ninth century with its centre at Nishapur. These were the Karram- 
ites, the followers of Ibn-Karram (d.869).° In the tenth and eleventh 
centuries they were a political force of some importance and appear in 
general histories of the region and period. It is difficult to reconstruct 
Ibn-Karram’s doctrines from the few scattered statements that have 
been preserved, but he seems on many points to have been close to 
the Hanafites, though also opposing them on a few. 

Despite the cleavage between the Mutakallimin or rational 
theologians of a Sunnite persuasion and the Ahl al-Hadith who ob- 
jected to ‘rational’ arguments, there was increasing agreement about 
the doctrinal or dogmatic statements constitutive of Sunnism. These 
agreements arose out of the discussions described in previous chap- 
ters. Against the Khdarijites (and with the Murji’ites) it was agreed 
that sinners whose intellectual belief was sound were not excluded 
from the community because of their sin. Against the Shi‘ites it was 
agreed that the first four caliphs were genuine caliphs, and that the 
chronological order was the order of excellence. Against the Qadar- 
ites and Muttazilites it was agreed that all events are determined by 
God. It was also agreed that the Quran was the uncreated word or 
speech of God, though there were differences of opinion about the 
human utterance of the Qur an. 

While there was thus a consolidation by the early tenth century 
of the main ingredients of Sunnism, it was only somewhat later that 
the various groups recognized one another as fellow-Sunnites. Pait of 
the difficulty was that there was for long no Arabic term with the 
precise connotation of the English word ‘Sunnites’. The nearest 
equivalent is the phrase Ahl as-Sunna wa-l-Jama‘a, ‘the people of the - 
Sunna and the community’, but it was perhaps only towards 1100 
that this was widely accepted as including all those whorn we would | 
call Sunnites. At earlier dates when the phrase Ahl as-Sunna or some 
variant is used it may have a different sense or refer to only one of the 
groups now included among the Sunnites. The same applies to the 
adjective sunni. Yet, even if full Sunnite self-awareness and mutual 
recognition only came about in the later eleventh century, there are 
good grounds for holding that the essential polarization of Islam into 
Sunnite and Shiite happened in the early tenth century. 

While the most important event during this period from a Shi‘ite™ ° 
standpoint was the creation of Imamite Shi‘ism, the other two main 
branches gained greater definiteness by becoming associated with 
particular political entities. In go9 an Isma‘ilite dynasty, the Fatimids, | 
managed to establish itself in Tunisia, and then in 969 conquered 
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Egypt and moved its centre of government to the new city of Cairo. 
Before the Ismda‘ilites had their success in Tunisia, the Zaydite form 
of Shi‘ism had become virtually restricted to two small independent 
states, one to the south of the Caspian Sea and the other in the 
Yemen. An account of the theological elaboration of Isma‘ilism and 
Zaydism will come more appropriately a little later (ch.16}. 

The distinctive feature of Imamite Shi‘ism is the recognition of a 
series of twelve imams, and for this reason they are sometimes called 
‘Twelvers’, in Arabic Ithna‘ashariyya.? The earlier imams appear to 
have been recognized in some sense by those Muslims of Shr‘ite 
sympathies usually called Rafidites by their opponents; but it was 
argued above that neither the imams themselves nor their followers 
claimed that they were the rightful rulers of the whole Islamic em- 
pire. The followers were in fact divided into many rival groups. One 
Shi‘ite writer describes fourteen groups as existing after the death of 
the Eleventh Imam, and another as many as twenty. Some seventy 
years later, however, virtually all these rival factions had been welded 
together into a single Imamite sect. It is for this remarkable fact that 
we now seek an explanation. 

The following are the twelve imams eventually recognized: 

1. ‘Ali ibn-Abi-Talib (d.661) 
al-Hasan ibn-‘Ali {d.669) 
al-Husayn ibn-‘Ali (d.680} 
‘Ali Zayn al-‘Abidin (d.7 14) 
Muhammad al-Bagir (d.733} 
. Ja‘tar as-Sadiq (d.765 } 
. Misa al-Kazim (d.799)} 
. ‘Ali ar-Rida (d.818] 
9. Muhammad Jawad at-Tagi {d.835} 
ro. ‘Ali an-Naqi (d.868} 
11. al-Hasan al-‘Askari (d.874) . 
12. Muhammad al-Qa’im (in occultation). 
In each case son follows father, except that al-Husayn followed his 
brother al-Hasan. 

Al-Hasan al-‘Askari died on or about 1 January 874, apparently 
leaving a son Muhammad who mysteriously disappeared either 
about that time or a year or two later. The details are obscure and 
much disputed. What is certain is that before long a group of the 
followers of the imams asserted that the Twelfth Imam had gone 
voluntarily into concealment or occultation (ghayba}, that he was no 
longer subject to mortality, and that at the appropriate time he would 
return as the Mahdi toright all wrongs. They also asserted that he was 
represented on earth by a wakil or ‘agent’, one of their number, who 
was possibly held to be in contact with the imam. There were dis- 
putes as to who was wakil at a given time, but it came to be generally 
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accepted that the fourth wakil in the series died in or about 940 and 
was not replaced by a fifth. This marks the beginning of the greater 
occultation (al-ghayba al-kubra} which still continues, during 
which period there is no wakil. The previous period, during which 
there was a wakil, is known as that of the lesser occultation. 

The public declaration of the lesser occultation was a deliberate 
political act which had several advantages for those responsible. It 
put an end to the bickering between rival claimants to the imamate 
and their supporters, and so offered the possibility of a united move- 
ment. It removed the control of this movement from the imams, 
whose political competence was slight, into the hands of men with 
experience of public affairs and considerable political skill. It cleared 
these men of the suspicion of plotting against the ‘Abbasids, and yet 
permitted them to be critical of ‘Abbasid policies. The fact that the 
Imamites referred to themselves as ‘the élite’ (al-khdssa) and to the | 
Sunnites as ‘the common people’ is in keeping with the further fact — 
that the establishment of Imamism is known to have been the work | 
of a few wealthy and influential families. Prominent among these . 
was the Al Nawbakht, from whom came the second wakil and also 
the man credited with the intellectual formulation of Imamite be- 
liefs, Abai-Sahl an-Nawbakhti (d.923}, as well as the author of an 
important work on ‘The Sects of the Shi‘a’, al-Hasan ibn-Misa an- 
Nawbakhti (d.c.922}. 

The passage from the lesser to the greater occultation, which is 
linked with the death of the fourth wakil in or about 940, is also, it 
would seem, a deliberate political act. Because of the date it is pre- 
sumably connected with the final loss of political power by the 
‘Abbasid dynasty. For over a century governors of distant provinces 
had been asserting a degree of autonomy and insisting that the caliph 
nominate their sons (or other relatives) to succeed them. In due 
course governors of less distant provinces followed, and finally in 936 
the caliph of the day was unable to avoid nominating one Ibn-Ra’iq, 
governor of Basra, as ‘chief emir’ (amir al-urnard’ ) to be in charge of 
the army, police and civil administration at the centre of the caliph- 
ate. In 945 he was followed, as effective ruler of the central Islamic 
lands, by the Buwayhid { or Bayid) dynasty of emirs. There was still an 
‘Abbasid caliph (until 1258}, but he had no political power, only 
certain ceremonial and spiritual functions. 

One result of proclaiming the greater occultation was to put an 
end to the office of wakil, and this was presumably intended. Rival- 
ries for the position of wakil had certainly hindered the unification of 
the various potentially Imamite groups. It may also be that the office 
of wakil had proved less influential in practice than had originally 
been hoped for, perhaps because of the decline of caliphal power and 
the increase of that of military commanders. Many of the leading 
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Imamites were financiers who had been involved in the money affairs 
of the ‘Abbasids, and they may have been adversely affected by the 
financial breakdown which accompanied the decline of ‘Abbasid 
power. All in all it looks as if the doctrine of the greater occultation 
led to the abandonment of an active political role by the Imamites, 
There had always been a quietist strain in Shi‘ism, as was seen in the 
application of messianic ideas to ‘Ali and his descendants during the 
Umayyad period. Now it was possible for Imamites, while waiting for 
the hidden Imam, to tolerate and give some support to the actual ruler 
without becoming deeply involved in politics. This would seem to 
make of Imamite religion a personal and private affair. 

It may be that the creation of Imamite Shi‘ism by proclaiming 
the doctrine of the occultation of the Twelfth Imam was in some 
sense a response to the consolidation of Sunnism as described above. 
What is certain is that most of the vague and divergent beliefs of a 
Shi'ite character which had been prevalent up to this time disap- 
peared through being taken up into the unified belief of Imamism. 
The Imamites, to judge from various facts such as their use of the 
term ‘the élite’, were not nearly so numerous as the Sunnites. Yet it 
seems likely that most of the populations of the main provinces of the 
Islamic empire were either Sunnite or Shi‘ite, and thus there is some 
justification for speaking of polarization. 

During the late ninth and early tenth century the sifi {mystical} 
movement experienced a period of advance, and this might appear to 
constitute a third element in Islamic thought along with Sunnism 
and Shi‘ism.!° This is not so, however. Each sufi certainly had his 
own theological position; for example, Louis Massignon in his great 
study of the sufi al-Hallaj (d.922} had a long chapter on his dogmatic 
theology (ch.12). In most cases, however, these views of the sifis 
were those of one or other of the Sunnite (or, less frequently, Shi‘ite} 
groups. Apart from ‘mystical theology’, which was of no concern to 
dogmatic theologians, there was no sufficiently coherent body of 
distinctively sufi theology to be argued against. Massignon suggests, 
however, that the theologians’ discussions of apologetic miracles, 
found from the time of al-Baqillani {d.1013 ) onwards, were triggered 
off by the claims of al-Hallaj. The group of stifis who came nearest to 
being a school of dogmatic theology were the Salimiyya, who came 
into existence shortly before 900 and can be traced for about two 
hundred and fifty years. They take their name from Ibn-Salim (880- 
967), who was a follower of the sufi Sahl! at-Tustari (d.896}.11 Their 
views will be mentioned later. 
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AL-ASH‘ARI 


Al-Ash‘ari is one of the outstanding figures in the history of Islamic 
theology, but it is only recently that scholars have been able to forma 
clear idea of the precise nature of his achievement and its importance. 
Until about the middle of this century it was generally supposed that 
before the ‘conversion’ of al-Ash‘ari the only rational or philosophical 
theology was that of the Mu'tazilites and some similarly-minded 
people; from this supposition it followed that the beginning of Sun- 
nite philosophical theology or Kalam was when al-Ash‘ari changed 
allegiance from Mu‘tazilism to Hanbalism and resolved to defend 
Sunnite (Hanbalite) doctrines by Mu'tazilite methods. It is now 
realized that there were forms of Sunnite Kalam before al-Ash‘ari, 
notably among the Kullabiyya (as described in the last chapter), and it 
is probable that on his ‘conversion’ al-Ash‘ari attached himself to the 
Kullabiyya. In this group he was doubtless prominent, but another 
man, al-Qalanisi, was, if anything, more prominent. It was possibly 
nearly a century later before this group of theologians began to think 
of themselves as Ash‘arites, and to be so regarded by others. The 
publication of a book by the Ash‘arite Ibn-Firak (d. rors}, entitled 
‘The Difference between the two Shaykhs, al-Qalanisi and al-Ash‘ari’, 
may have contributed to this result. What is certain is that by the 
eleventh century the main branch of Sunnite Kalam thought of itself 
as Ash ‘arite. | 
Abia-l-Hasan ‘Ali ibn-Isma ‘il al-Ash‘ari was born at Basra in 873, 
and studied under the head of the Mu'‘tazilites there, al-Jubba’i.! As a 
distinguished pupil he sometimes took the place of the master, and 
might conceivably have succeeded him, it is said. On the other hand, 
al-Jubba’i had a very intelligent son, Aba-Hashim, who did in fact 
succeed him; and it may be that the rivalry between this man and 
al-Ash‘ari was a factor contributing to the latter’s abandonment of 
the Mu'tazilites, which took place about 912, shortly before the death 
of the master in 915. The positive side of this ‘conversion’ was the 
acceptance of Sunnite dogma in its Hanbalite form; and for the rest of 
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his life al-Ash ‘ari devoted himself to the defence of this position and 
the critique of Mu ‘tazilism. He moved to Baghdad towards the end of 
his life, and died there in 935. 

Some sources suggest that the story of the ‘three brothers’ (men- 
tioned above) provided a theological motive for the change ; but this 
is unlikely, since al-Jubba’i and other Mu'‘tazilites of Basra already 
felt dissatisfaction with the attempts to give a rational account of the 
variations in men’s destinies. It looks as if al-Ash‘ari, carrying his 
master’s line of thought a little farther, came to the conclusion that 
revelation was superior to reason as a guide to life, and decided to 
attach himself to those who explicitly gave first place to revelation. 

Al-Ash‘ari doubtless also saw that Mu'tazilism in general 
was becoming increasingly irrelevant to the contemporary situation. 
Earlier Mu'‘tazilites had been associated with attempts to work out a 
compromise which would help to overcome the cleavage between 
Sunnites and Shi‘ites. With the abandonment of the policy of the 
‘inquisition’ about 850 the caliphal government became pro-Sunnite, 
and what has been called the consolidation of Sunnism followed, At 
the same time many vague strands of Shi‘ite feeling were replaced by 
the more definite Imamite form of Shi‘ism. By 912 it must have been 
clear to an acute observer that the prospects of anything being 
achieved by the Mu'‘tazilite compromise were rapidly declining. The 
Mu'tazilites had in fact become a group of academic theologians who 
had retired to an ivory tower remote from the tensions and pressures 
of ordinary life. 

The actual decision to change allegiance is said to have been 
made after a series of three dreams during the month of Ramadan, in 
which the Prophet Muhammad appeared to him. In the first of these 
the Prophet told him to defend what had been related from himself, 
that is, the Hadith, and in the second asked how he had been fulfilling 
this task. Other versions speak of him first studying Hadith about 
seeing Muhammad in dreams (since he doubted the reality of his 
experience }, about intercession ( by the Prophet on the Last Day} and 
about the vision of God in Paradise. At some point, in all versions of 
the story, he completely gave up rational methods, and confined 
himself to studying Qur’an and Hadith. In the third dream, however, 
the Prophet, when told about this, angrily said that he had comman- 
ded him to defend the doctrines related from himself, but had not 
commanded him to give up rational methods. On the basis of this 
conception al-Ash‘ari worked out his new theological position, 
which may be described as the support of revelation by reason. The 
doctrines he accepted were more particularly those of Ahmad ibn- 
Hanbal, but because of the use of rational methods the Hanbalites 
rejected both him and his followers. 

His main differences from the Mu'tazilites may be brought under 
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four heads. First, he held that the Qur'an was uncreated and was the 
very Speech of God, and that it, like the other attributes, was eternal 
and in some sense distinct from God’s essence. Secondly, with regard 
to the anthropomorphic expressions in the Qur'an, he insisted that 
these must simply be accepted ‘without specifying how’ ( bi-ld kayf). 
The Mu'tazilites, on the other hand, had held that, for example, 
where the Qur'an speaks about God’s ‘hand’ what is meant is his 
‘grace’; this could be supported by metaphorical usages of the word 
‘hand’ in Arabic comparable to the English ‘lend a hand’. Thirdly, 
al-Ash‘ari insisted that various eschatological matters must be taken 
as they stand and not explained as metaphors. The Mu'tazilites had 
tended to say that the vision of God by the faithful in Paradise meant 
that they would know him in their hearts (| the heart being the seat of 
knowledge}; but al-Ash‘ari argued forcibly that the Qur’anic phrase 
(75.23), ‘looking to their Lord’, could mean only looking in the 
normal sense, though this had to be understood ‘without specifying 
how’ and without implying anything resembling corporeality in God. 
Fourthly, he rejected the Mu'tazilite doctrine of free will, or man’s 
ability to do an act or its opposite, and asserted the doctrine of 
‘acquisition’ {kasb, iktisaéb} previously held by Dirdr, according to 
which God creates the acts of individuals but the individuals ‘acquire’ 
them; the act is God’s creation in that it is only at the moment of 
action that he creates the power to act in the individual, and in that it 
is power to do only this act, not either this act or its opposite. 
Besides the lengthy book on ‘the Views of the Islamic Sects’ 
{Maqalat al-islamiyyin) there are extant several shorter works by 
al-Ash‘ari, of which the most important are those usually referred to 
as the [bana and the Luma‘. Both deal with a number of questions 
currently being discussed by theologians, but it is thought that the 
Ibdna was intended to meet criticisms by Hanbalites while the 
Luma‘ was directed against those from Mu'tazilites. A. J. Wensinck 
was the first Western scholar to examine the [bdna and he could not 
understand how such a book could have been written by the father of 
rational theology, since the arguments appeared to be chiefly quo- 
tations from Qur’4n and Hadith. Wensinck’s difficulties are under- 
standable, but they disappear completely when it is realized that the 
Mu‘tazilites of the time also argued from Quranic verses {as can be 
seen from some extant material), and when the precise character of 
al-Ash‘ari’s arguments is carefully examined. When he quotes a verse 
and argues from it, he is not simply quoting (as some other writers 
did) but is placing the verse within a setting of rational conceptions, 
and he has other arguments which do not depend on quotations ; for 
example, in defending the reality of the vision of God in Paradise, he 
argues in effect: ‘whatever exists God may show to us; but God 
exists, and so it is not impossible that he should show himself to us’. 
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One is thus justified in concluding that these later theologians had 
good grounds for taking al-Ash‘ari as eponym of their school. 

Along with the supposition that al-Ash‘ari was the initiator of 
the main school of Sunnite Kalam there went a second supposition, 
namely, that about the same time a second school of Sunnite Kalam 
was founded in Samarqand by the Hanafite scholar al-Maturidi, and 
that these were two parallel schools of roughly equal importance. 
This second supposition is not so erroneous as the first, but it requires 
some qualification. It is true that al-Maturidi was leader of a school of 
Sunnite Kalam in Samarqand, but this school remained obscure and 
little known for centuries ; thus it is not mentioned in Ibn-Khaldin’s 
account of Kalam written in the late fourteenth century. Though the 
Maturidites knew about the Ash‘arites by about the year 1000, it is 
not until about 1200 that a few scattered references to Maturidites 
appear in Ash‘arite writings. By the sixteenth century, however, it 
was possible for an Ottoman scholar to write that ‘at the head of the 
science of Kalam among the Ahl as-Sunna wa-l-Jama‘a were two men, 
one a Hanafite and the other a Shiafi‘ite’, namely, al-Maturidi and 
al-Ash‘ari. This resurrection of al-Maturidi doubtless owes some- 
thing to the fact that the official legal rite in the Ottoman empire was 
the Hanafite.? 

Despite this exaltation of his position al-Maturidi ( Abtu-Mansuar 
Muhammad ibn-Muhammad ibn-Mahmud) remains obscure. He 
must have been roughly a contemporary of al-Ash‘ari, since he died in 
Samargqand in 944, but virtually nothing is known of his life. A 
general work on theology, Kitab at-Tawhid, has now been edited, and 
this makes it possible to speak authoritatively about his views. 
Earlier European statements about thirteen differences between 
Ash‘arites and Maturidites are derived from a late and unreliable | 
source, and are in part mistaken. The differences between the 
Maturidite-Hanafite position and the Ash‘arite may now be dis- 
covered from the primary texts which have been edited and are 
readily available. They are conveniently arranged under four heads. 

First, for al-Ash‘ari and his followers, as for the Hanbalites, faith 
(imdn) consists of word and act, that is, profession of belief and 
fulfilment of the prescribed duties. Since the level of the performance 
of duties varies, faith is subject to increase and decrease. For the 
Hanafites, on the other hand, faith consists in word only, or, as they 
phrased it, belongs to the heart and the tongue. It is thus the inner 
conviction accompanying the formal profession of belief, and so 
cannot be said to increase or decrease. Secondly, with regard to the 
freedom of the will al-Maturidi was close to the Mu'tazilites and held 
that men had the ability (power) to do either an act or its opposite; 
but other Hanafites were closer to al-Ash‘ari. Thirdly, al-Maturidi, 
following the Murji’ite views of Aba-Hanifa, held that a believer does 


67 


THE FIRST WAVE OF HELLENISM 


not cease to be a believer because of a grave sin, and so will not be 
eternally in Hell. Al-Ash‘ari’s position was similar, but he was not 
prepared to assert that no believer will be eternally in Hell. Fourthly, 
both schools held that God has attributes (sifat), such as knowledge, 
and they held that it is by his attribute of knowledge that God knows, 
not, as the Mu'tazilites had said, by his essence. They accepted the 
distinction between active (fi‘liyya} and essential {dhdatiyya) attri- 
butes, but, whereas al-Maturidi considered all alike to be eternal, 
al-Ash‘ari maintained that an ‘active’ attribute like creativity cannot 
be eternal since it only exists when God is actually creating. 

The work of al-Ash‘ari and of al-Maturidi marks the ebbing of the 
first wave of Hellenism. A number of Greek concepts had been 
eagerly seized upon by a small section of the more educated Muslims. 
Sore, especially those hostile to the nascent Sunnism, committed 
themselves entirely to the guidance of reason as that was understood 
in Greek philosophy, and gave no more than lip service to Islamic 
religion. More important was the attempt of the Mu'tazilites and 
others to effect a fusion of Islamic dogma and the Greek intellectual 
tradition. Though the first enthusiasts may have made too great 
concessions to the Greek outlook, they undoubtedly raised the level 
of intellectual activity among the Muslims. The service of Sunnite 
Kalam was to discern ways of assimilating the Greek conceptions and 
methods so far adopted without compromising any of the central 
dogmas. Thus Islam emerged from the first wave of Hellenism still 
recognizably itself, ¢ even if changed in some, perhaps only peripheral, 
matters. 
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Part Three 
THE SECOND WAVE OF HELLENISM 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 


THE FLOWERING OF PHILOSOPHY 


After the first enthusiastic acceptance of Greek ideas in the years 
round about 800 the majority of Muslim religious scholars made no 
further explorations of the Greek heritage but contented themselves 
with criticizing or assimilating what was already present in Islamic 
works. It was this lull in exploration which justified the metaphor of 
a first wave of Hellenism. Before long, however, the beginnings could 
be observed of a second wave. During the tenth century small groups 
continued to cultivate philosophy, and this was closely connected 
with the study of Greek medicine and the other Greek sciences. The 
Muslim students of philosophy were far from being fanatical adher- 
ents of Islam, and, in philosophical discussions and even in teaching, 
Muslims and Christians seem to have associated on equal terms. The 
work of these groups culminated eventually in the outstanding 
achievements of Avicenna in both philosophy and medicine, and 
these in turn led to the acceptance into Islamic theology of further 
Greek conceptions and methods through the work of al-Ghazali. 

In the first half of the tenth century philosophy was dominated 
by the figure of al-Farabi (c.875—950).1 He is known as ‘the second 
teacher’, Aristotle being the first. Though bor in Turkistan, he 
eventually studied philosophy and the ‘Greek sciences’ in Baghdad, 
where his chief teacher of philosophy was a Nestorian Christian, 
while he was in contact with others of the Christian Aristotelians 
there, such as the philosopher Yahya ibn-‘Adi (d.974). How he gained 
a livelihood is not clear, but, since he lived an ascetic life, his needs 
were doubtless few. In 942 he accepted an invitation to the court of 
the Hamdanid prince Sayf-ad-dawla in Aleppo, and spent the remain- 
der of his life there. 

His philosophy may be described as having a foundation of Aris- 
totelianism and a superstructure of Neoplatonic metaphysics. To 
this he added a political theory based on the study of Plato’s Republic 
and Laws. The last element seems to be an original contribution of 
his own, but in the former two he is developing the line of thought of 
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al-Kindi. In the centre of his metaphysics is the First Being or absolute 
One, which was understood to be identical with God as proclaimed in 
Islamic doctrine. From him emanated all other existing things in 
hierarchical order. Similarly in the state there is a head, the ra’is, from 
whom all authority in the state emanates in that he assigns men to 
their appropriate grades (in something the same way as the ‘Abbasid 
caliph assigned men to various posts in the court and administration). 
The grades are described as grades of commanding and obeying or of 
controlling and being controlled; at the foot in the lowest grade are 
those who are themselves controlled, but do not control any others 
below them, while at the top is the ra’is who control others but is not 
himself controlled. The intermediate grades control others and are 
themselve controlled in varying degrees. 

Al-Farabi uses perfectly general terms {like ‘head’ rather than 
imam or caliph) which could be applied to non-Islamic states as well 
as to the Islamic empire, but he is thinking primarily of the Islamic 
world. The ‘first head’ of his ideal state is a prophet who has also the 
best qualities of the true philosopher. He is to be followed by a 
‘second head’ who should have slightly different qualities. If the 
qualities requisite for the ‘second head’ are not all found in one man, 
then rule may be divided among those who share the qualities. Some 
of the descriptions of such persons could apply to the ulema and 
students of Hadith as they existed in his time, while the ‘second head’ 
might just conceivably be an imam as conceived by the Imamites. 
Perhaps al-Farabi was deliberately vague, and was chiefly concerned 
that philosophy should contribute to ordering the affairs of the cali- 
phate. 

In the second half of the tenth century we hear of a philosophical 
coterie in Baghdad which met in the house of Aba-Sulayman al- 
Mantiqi, ‘the logician’ (d.985 or later). Unlike most philosophers this 
man seems to have had no official position, though he was in favour 
at the Buwayhid court. Some of the discussions at his house have 
been recorded by his younger friend Aba-Hayyan at-Tawhidi (d. 
1023}, who was an important literary figure, though he eamed his 
living as a secretary to viziers and other court-officials in Baghdad and 
the provinces. Both men had studied under the Christian philo- 
sopher Yahya ibn-‘Adi (d.974). 

Another man who combined philosophy and literature was Mis- 
kawayh (or Ibn-Miskawayh} (d.1030), a Persian who served as sec- 
retary to members of the Buwayhid reigning family and their viziers. 
He is best known for a lengthy universal history, of which the con- 
cluding part has been translated into English as The Eclipse of the 
‘Abbasid Caliphate. (Incidentally this reproduces Abt-Hayyan’s 
account of the discussion of ‘Adud-ad-Dawla’s death in 983 at the 
house of Abi-Sulaym4an.) Among Miskawayh’s other extant works is 
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a book of philosophical theology, Al-Fawz al-asghar, dealing with 
the being of God, the being of the soul and the nature of prophethood. 
It is not an important book in the intellectual history of Islam, but it 
is an interesting example of how thinkers who were primarily philo- 
sophers nevertheless accepted a framework of Islamic conceptions; 
the last section of this book, for example, explains in terms of a 
philosophical account of the soul how prophethood is possible. More 
influential philosophically was The Refinement of Character, which 
is the exposition of a complete system of morals on a mainly Platonic 
basis. The book was used by al-Ghazali and other writers.* 

Philosophy must have been cultivated at many centres in the 
Islamic world. By chance we hear of men versed in the philosophical 
sciences at a small town near the south coast of the Caspian Sea. At 
least it was a man from this town who gave the first instruction in 
philosophy to a boy who later became in the opinion of many the 
greatest of all the philosophers writing in Arabic. This was Avicenna, 
or Abii-‘Ali ibn-Sind (980—1037). He was mainly of Persian stock, it 
would seem, but may also have had Turkish blood. He grew up in 
Bukhara, and began his education by memorizing the Qur'an and 
Arabic poetry, before passing on to jurisprudence. He was possibly 
only about fourteen when the visiting scholar mentioned above intro- 
duced him to Aristotelian logic, and found to his surprise that the boy 
soon had a better grasp of the subject than his teacher. With an 
insatiable thirst for knowledge Avicenna then devoured all the scien- 
tific and philosophical books he could get hold of. He studied medi- 
cine, apparently by himself, and obtained so thorough a theoretical 
grasp that practising physicians came to read medical books under his 
guidance. According to the autobiographical fragment from which we 
derive this information all this happened before he was seventeen ; 
and he also tested out and increased his medical knowledge by treat- 
ing patients. | 

In this course of omnivorous study the one subject which gave 
him trouble was metaphysics. He says he had read over Aristotle’s 
Metaphysica forty times and had the text by heart, and yet he was 
baffled by it, until he chanced to come on a little book by al-Farabi 
which brought him full illumination. This anecdote indicates that it 
was the direct influence of the older Islamic philosopher which led 
him to adopt so similar a general position in philosophy. For the next 
year or so he had access to a remarkable library of Greek works 
belonging to the sultan of Bukhara, and made the fullest use of his 
time. Before he was eighteen, he reckoned, he had assimilated all the 
scientific and philosophical knowledge available, so that thereafter 
he added nothing to his store of information, though his understand- 
ing of it deepened. Perhaps it was well that he had read so widely 
while he had the opportunity, for about 998 his circumstances 
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changed. On his father’s death he had to seek a civil service appoint- 
ment to make a living. The political conditions of the region also 
altered for the worse; and the rise and fall of small dynasties and 
administrations meant that he had constantly to move from place to 
place. From about 1015 to 1022 he was in Hamadhan, and for part of 
this time occupied the difficult and dangerous post of vizier or chief 
minister to the local Buwayhid prince. From about 1023 until his 
death he was in Ispahan, under the patronage of the local prince. 

In considering Avicenna as a philosopher, it must also be remem- 
bered that his Canon of Medicine holds an outstanding place in medi- 
cal science, and that his writings on other sciences were also influen- 
tial. His philosophy is contained chiefly in two books, the Shifd and 
the Najat, of which the first is a great compendium including sciences 
as well as philosophy, while the second is an abridged version of the 
philosophical parts of the longer work. This second is divided into 
three parts, one dealing with logic, one with ‘natural philosophy’ 
(really questions about such matters as substance and accident and 
the nature of the human soul], and one about ‘theology’ {including 
cosmology ). The general position is Neoplatonic. God is the One, the 
‘necessarily existent’ (wdjib al-wujud), from whom everything em- 
anates. Beneath him are the pure intelligences and the spheres. The 
conception of the human soul is essentially Aristotelian, but modi- 
fied apparently in accordance with the discussions and interpret- 
ations of later Greek platonizing philosophers. Like most of the other 
Islamic philosophers he explains the possibility of prophethood; but 
where al-Farabi had connected prophethood with the highest form of 
imagination, Avicenna links it with the highest part of the soul, the 
intellect. 

It is also worth noting that in contrast to al-Farabi, there is no 
trace of Shi‘ism in Avicenna, that is, no attempt to show that the 
actual miler receives a more than ordinary portion of divine wisdom. 
He is mainly concerned to explain how through a prophet a state 
based on divine wisdom may be established in the first place. This 
change of emphasis and apparent avoidance of Shi‘ism is perhaps 
chiefly due to the fact that by this time Fatimid propaganda was 
active in the east of the Islamic world. Avicenna himself remembered 
how when he was a boy propagandists had arrived in Bukhara and 
how he had overheard heated discussions about the teaching they 
gave. In his maturity even Imamite-Shi‘ite rulers must have realized 
that this propaganda was a threat to their power; and anything re- 
sembling it would therefore be suspect. Another relevant point is that 
Avicenna had as much political power as he wanted, and does not 
seem to have felt in any way the rivalry of Sunnite ulema. Thus there 
was nothing to lead him to exaggerate the importance of philosophy. 
In this respect he was in a similar position to the Mu'tazilites during 
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the period of their political ascendancy; and like them he took for 
granted that his philosophical interpretation of Islam was the true 
one. An identification of their own interpretation with the true Islam 
was likewise common among mystics; and Avicenna had also a 
mystic side. 

The final questions concerning Avicenna are about the relation 
of his philosophy to his mysticism and to his religious outlook 
generally. To begin with the latter, he was brought up as a good 
Muslim, he memorized the Qur'an and he studied the Shari‘a or 
revealed law. In the autobiographical fragment he tells us that he 
went to the mosque and prayed about his intellectual problems, and 
he says nothing about any conscious change in his views. He probably 
felt that the Greek scientific and philosophical learning belonged to a 
different sphere from Islamic doctrine, and that there was no funda- 
mental opposition between them. In his philosophy he seems to have 
thought of himself as supporting and elucidating what he considered 
to be the central doctrines of Islam—the existence of God who is the 
source of all being, and the possibility of men becoming prophets and 
receiving revelations. Avicenna’s conception of prophethood and his 
conception of the soul’s journey to God are closely linked both with 
one another and with his philosophy. Nineteenth-century European 
scholars thought that his mysticism was extraneous to his philo- 
sophy, but fuller acquaintance with his writings makes it clear that 
this is not so. His mysticism and his philosophy constitute a single 
integrated system. The extent of his mystical writings shows that the 
mystical life meant much to him. It was presumably the source of his 
intellectual energy. Because of this personal religious attitude Avi- 
cenna has been held by one of the leading modem scholars to come 
closer to the spirit of Plato than other philosophers whose style is 
more Platonic and less Aristotelian. ‘He understood something 
which is the very essence of Plato’s thought, and it may be that for 
this reason he appealed to religious Muslims—as Plato himself has 
conveyed religious truth, to people open to religion, at all times.’¢ 

While on the subject of philosophy mention may be made of 
Ikhw4an as-Safa’ or Brethren of Purity. They have been called Neo- 
platonists, but they were not exactly Neoplatonic philosophers. They 
have been called Ismd‘ilites, but, while they may have had some 
connections originally with Isma‘ilism, they did not share the politi- 
cal concerns of the Isma‘ilites we know. They seem to have been a 
secret society engaged in a mystical quest for the purification of the 
soul with a view to attaining happiness in the life of eternity. Modern 
scholars have tried to discover their identity, but none has found a 
convincing solution of the problem. What we have is a collection of 
fifty-two epistles dealing with mathematics, natural sciences, philo- 
sophical disciplines and theology. N ineteenth-century European 
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scholars were greatly impressed by the epistles and regarded them as a 
kind of encyclopaedia of the sciences of the day (as known in Basra in 
the tenth or eleventh century); but further study has shown that the 
learning is superficial, that there are many contradictions and that 
the disparate materials have not been shaped into a unified system. 
Though one or two later writers quote from the epistles, they cannot 
be said to have been an important formative influence in Islamic 
thought.* 
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THE PROGRESS OF ASH‘ARITE THEOLOGY 


Before giving an account of some of the leading figures in the Ash‘ar- 
ite school it will be helpful to say something about the difficulty of 
seeing the Ash‘arites in an adequate perspective. For long Western 
scholars tended to identify Ash‘arism with theological orthodoxy. It 
was only with the growth of interest in Hanbalism stimulated by 
Henri Laoust that this identification was seen to be inadequate. 
Under the inspiration of Laoust, George Makdisi published an article 
in 1962 entitled ‘Ash‘ari and the Ash‘arites in Islamic Religious 
History’. In this he called attention to the fact that Western Islamists 
had relied almost exclusively on Ash‘arite sources. This began with 
the publication in London in two volumes (1842, 1846) of ash-Shah- 
rastani’s work on sects and religions, Kitab al-milal wa-n-nihal, 
followed by its translation into German in 1850/1. This was a 
balanced scholarly work and rightly had an immense influence on 
Western thinking about Islam, but it was not without some bias in 
favour of Ash‘arism. Towards the end of the century two other works, 
both Ash‘arite, came to be used for the later history of the school. 
These were the biographies of Ash‘arite theologians by Ibn-‘Asakir 
(d.1175) and the biographies of Shafi ‘ite jurists by as-Subki (d.1370]. 
Makdisi pointed out that both of these, despite an appearance of 
objectivity, are skilled apologetic works whose aim was to get Ash‘ar- 
ism acknowledged as having a right to exist within the Shafi‘ite legal 
school. In all the legal schools there were ‘traditionalist’ majorities 
bitterly opposed to Kalam or rational theology. The article concluded 
that the importance of the Ash‘arites had been exaggerated and the 
contribution of the ‘traditionalists’ overlooked. 

This conclusion is in the main to be accepted, and an attempt 
will be made here to preserve a balance between the various groups of 
theologians, though there is little material on which to base an 
assessment of the relative strengths. It must also be pointed out that 
within the Ash‘arite school undue importance has been attached to 
al-Ghazali. This may have been because many Western scholars have 
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been attracted by his intellectual autobiography; but they have also 
been followed by contemporary Muslim scholars. The articles about 
him, at least up to about 1960, easily outnumbered the articles about 
all other Islamic theologians taken together. It is as a theologian and 
mystic, too, that these were concerned with him. Yet this was not his 
importance for his contemporaries and successors. The majority of 
the references to his works by Muslim writers in the two centuries 
after his death were to books on jurisprudence. This brings in another 
Western misconception—to suppose that the place of theology in Is- 
lam is identical with its place in Christianity. The central discipline 
in Islamic higher education, however, was not theology but juris- 
prudence. The madrasa, college, was essentially a place for teaching 
jurisprudence, and its head was the professor of jurisprudence. This is 
why it was important to get the legal schools to acknowledge Kalam 
as a permissible study.! 


(a) al-Baqilldni | 

The first important figure in the Ash‘arite school after al-Ash ‘ari 
himself is al-Baqillani.2 According to Ibn-Khaldiin it was he who 
perfected the methodology of the school; and, though the atomism 
attributed to him by Ibn-Khaldiin is now known to be earlier, it is 
probable that it was in his time and through his work that the school 
took definite shape. His contemporary Ibn-Firak was possibly re- 
sponsible for getting al-Ash‘ari accepted as eponym of the school. 

Little is recorded of the life of al-Baqillani. His name is given as 
Abt-Bakr Muhammad ibn-at-Tayyib ibn-al-Baqillani. No date is 
given for his birth, but it was probably about 940. He was born in 
Basra, spent his earlier years there, and is said to have studied under 
two of the immediate pupils of al-Ash‘ari. From Basra he was sum- 
moned to take part in theological discussions at the court of the 
Buwayhid emir ‘Adud-ad-dawla, then at Shiraz. That was probably 
about 970. He then seems to have gone with the emir to Baghdad, 
since he was sent on an official embassy to Constantinople in 982. 
His dealings with the court seem to have come to an end with the 
death of ‘Adud-ad-dawla in 983, but it is also possible that his conduct 
of the embassy had not been satisfactory. The rest of his life, until his 
death in June 1013, was spent in Baghdad, except that for a time he 
was qddi (judge) in some place other than Baghdad. In jurisprudence 
he was a Malikite and so contributed to the spread of Ash‘arism in 
Malikite circles in North Africa. Most of the other well-known 
Ash‘arites belonged to the Shafi‘ite school, but there were also some 
Hanafites among them. 

A general account of the theological views of al-Baqillani is to be 
found in his Kitab at-tamhid, ‘The Book of the Introduction’, which 
belongs to the class of summae theologicae, of which several will be 
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mentioned subsequently.3 The plan of the book is instructive and 
may be set out as follows: 

1. Prolegomena dealing with the nature of knowledge and its ob- 
jects, and with the existence and names of God (6—34 in McCarthy’s 
edition}. | 

2. Refutation of other religions, including Zoroastrians, Christians, 
‘Barahima’ and Jews { 34—190). 

3. Refutation of certain deviant Muslim groups: Mujassima { Cor- 
porealists} (191-6); Mu'‘tazilites (197-377); Shi'ites (160-239 of 
Egyptian edition}. 

The first point to be noticed about this is that the choice of topics 
is not irrelevant to the current situation in Baghdad. The rulers there 
since 945 had been the Buwayhid dynasty of emirs, and, though in 
most respects they aimed at being neutral between the various sects 
and schools, they sympathized with the Im4mite Shi‘ites and gave 
them a measure of support. In consequence some of the Sunnite 
groups, such as the Ash‘arites and the Hanbalites, were brought 
closer to one another through the common threat. Thus in the 
Tamhid there is no attack on the ‘traditionalist’ Sunnite position as 
held by many Hanbalites, and only five pages directed against the 
Mujassima (possibly meaning the Karramites) who insisted on apply- 
ing the term jism, ‘body’, to God, though possibly meaning rather 
‘substance’. The length of the section against the Mu'tazilites is 
possibly due to the fact they and the Imamites had many doctrines in 
common and shared in the favours of the Buwayhids. The section on 
other religions reflects the presence in Baghdad of Zoroastrians, 
Christians and Jews; the Barahima (cf. Brahmin}, probably of Indian 
origin, were known as a group who acknowledged no prophets. 

Much of what al-Bagillani says follows along the lines of the 
teaching of al-Ash‘ari as it is known from his Luma‘ and Ibdna. 
Michel Allard, who studied his views on the attributes of God, found 
that his chief originality lay in his insistence on the reality of the 
attributes and in his development of a theory of language. This last 
seems to have been forced upon him by the assertion of Mu‘tazilite 
opponents that the ‘name’ (isrn} is different from ‘the named’ (al- 
musamma) and also from ‘naming’ (|tasmiya), whereas some of his 
own party, doubtless influenced by old Semitic ideas, wanted to 
identify the name and the named. The matter was complicated by the 
fact that the word translated ‘attribute’ is sifa from the root wasafa, 
‘describe’, which gives us the verbal noun wasf, ‘describing’, and 
al-mawsif, ‘the described’. Al-Bagillani insisted above all that a sifa 
like ‘knowledge’ or ‘power’ is different from the ism, ‘knowing’, 
‘powerful’, but at the same time belongs to God. (The adjectival 
‘names’ are prominent in the Qur’an and in popular piety.} 

Two other works of al-Bagillani deal with topics which attracted 
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the attention of theologians only after the time of al-Ash‘ari himself. 
One is [jaz al-Qur an, ‘The miraculous character of the Qur'an’, that 
is, its inimitability, especially in respect of literary style. The other 
was given the English title of ‘Miracle and Magic: a Treatise on the 
Nature of the apologetic Miracle and its differentiation from Char- 
isms, Trickery, Divination, Magic and Spells’. The two works are 
closely connected in subject-matter. The term mu ‘jiza, ‘translated 
apologetic or evidentiary miracle’, is the active participle of a‘jaza, 
‘render incapable’, and is not used of any miraculous happening but 
only of one granted by God toa prophet to prove the truth of his claim 
to prophethood and silence his opponents. The word i7jaz, literally 
‘rendering incapable’ or ‘silencing’, is the verbal noun from the same 
verb. 

The Muslims had been facing the underlying problem since the 
time of Muhammad himself, and it was not surprising that it now 
thrust itself upon the rational theologians. The Jews of Medina had in 
effect argued that Muhammad’s claim to be prophet in the Biblical 
tradition must be false, since some of his revelations contradicted the 
Bible. So the question was raised how one could be certain that 
Muhammad was a prophet. When the Muslims conquered Syria, Iraq 
and Egypt they were constantly mixing with Christians and others 
who denied the prophethood of Muhammad. For popular consump- 
tion the preachers discovered or invented miracles for Muhammad, 
but the serious theologians took the line that the miracle proving that 
Muhammad was a prophet was the Qur'an itself. In the Qur’an (2.23; 
10.38; 11.13 ) his opponents had been challenged to produce compar- 
able suras, and they had failed to do so. The miraculous character of 
the revelations was enhanced by interpreting the word ummi to mean 
that Muhammad could not read (though its original meaning was 
probably ‘Gentile’). 

The problem became more urgent after the mystic al-Hallaj 
(d.g22} asserted that certain miraculous happenings showed that his 
account of his spiritual experiences was true. Opponents alleged that 
the happenings in question were due to trickery or sorcery. Al-Baqil- 
lani insisted that the apologetic miracle must be something which 
only God can bring about and which he does in fact bring about after a 
prophet has predicted that God will do this to substantiate his pro- 
phethood. The prophet’s claim and prediction ruled out mere conjur- 
ing. To rule out deliberate trickery and deception al-Baqillani argued 
that the happening must be one contrary to the normal course of 
events and such that only God had power to bring it about. There was 
a basis for this in the Quranic accounts (7.103—36; etc.) of how, 
when Pharaoh asked Moses for a sign to show that his claim to bring a 
message from God was true, Moses flung down a staff which turned 
into a serpent and swallowed the serpents produced by the staffs 
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which Pharaoh’s sorcerers had also flung down. The arguments about 
the nature of the mu'‘jiza are in terms which apply to all prophets, but 
they are complemented by the assertion that the miraculous charac- 
ter of the Qur'an is in its eloquence or sublime literary quality. 
Elsewhere al-Bagqillani makes clear his view that the essential speech 
of God is not the Arabic text of the Qur'an but its ‘meaning’ {ma‘nd)}; 
and in accordance with Islamic tradition he holds that it was the same 
‘meaning’ that was revealed to Moses in the Torah in the Hebrew 
language and to Jesus in the Evangel in Syriac. 


(b) the Ash‘arites of Nishapur 


While there continued to be exponents of Ash‘arite theology in Bagh- 
dad and other centres, it so happens that during the eleventh century 
the best known Ash‘arites are associated with Nishapur (in the east 
of modern Iran}. In the tenth century this was an extensive and 
populous city, sometimes the seat of the local ruler. For most of the 
tenth century the leading power in eastern Iran and further east was 
the SAam4nid dynasty—autonomous princes giving nominal allegi- 
ance to the ‘Abbasid caliph in Baghdad. They were patrons both of 
traditional Arabic and Islamic learning and of the new Persian litera- 
ture which was coming into existence. Nishapur thus became a great 
intellectual centre, in prestige falling not much short of Baghdad 
which lay two months’ journey to the west. 

Prominent in the intellectual life of Nishapur was the Karramite 
sect (p.59 above), who were noted for their ascetic and pietistic 
practices. Their leaders in the later tenth century, the family of Banu 
Mahmashadh, had for a time the support of the Samanid governor 
Sebuktigin and then of his son Mahmid, who had become autono- 
mous sultan of Ghazna; but they lost this support about 1o11. Later, 
in 1095 and 1096, they are recorded as involved in fighting against 
both the Hanafites and the Shafi‘ites in both Nishapur and Bayhagq. It 
is not clear why the legal and theological schools were so bitterly 
opposed to them. The point most often mentioned is their use of the 
term jism, ‘body’ (or ‘substance’?], in respect of God; but they also 
appear to have been opponents of the Mu'tazilites. Apart from the 
Karramites the people of Nishapur seem to have been about equally 
divided between Hanafites and Shafi ‘ites. 

Ibn-Firak (Abii-Bakr Muhammad ibn-al-Hasan ibn-Firak al-Is- 
bah4ni) was born about 941, possibly in Ispahan, but studied in both 
Basra and Baghdad.* In 982 or 983 admirers in Nishapur persuaded the 
Samanid emir Ibn-Simjir to invite him there as a teacher. A madrasa 
or college was built for him, and his presence in Nishapur is said to 
have led to a great flowering of various studies there. He died in 1015 
by poisoning on his way back from Ghazna, whither he had been 
summoned by Sultan Mahmid. It was probably the Karramites who 
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poisoned him after he had defeated them in argument ; but Ibn-Hazm, 
who criticized him bitterly, alleged that the poisoning was by order of 
Mahmiid because of a view he had expressed about Muhammad’s 
prophethood. : 

While he seems to have been the chief source for the early histo 
of Ash‘arism, his main work in the eyes of later generations was one 
about the application to God in Hadith of anthropomorphic terms. 
Against the Karramites he argued that these must be interpreted 
allegorically ; and he asserted as a general principle that it is better to 
interpret these texts in accordance with the conception of God as 
transcendent, for which there is a clear basis in revelation, than to do 
the opposite and, by interpreting literally texts which have not been 
fully understood, to endanger the conception of God’s transcendence. 
In this Ibn-Firak may have gone beyond the views of al-Ash‘ari 
himself. 

Al-Baghdadi (Abiai-Mansir ‘Abd-al-Qahir ibn-Tahir) was prob- 
ably born in Iraq.5 Some time before 975 he came to Nishapur with 
his father, a wealthy man and a scholar, and studied under the teach- 
ers there. He was said to have mastered seventeen different discip- 
lines, and a book of his on arithmetic was highly praised. He was 
apparently the outstanding teacher in Nishapur in his later years, and 
argued personally with the Karramites, on one occasion (in 980} in 
the presence of the emir. Shortly before his death in 1037 a Turkmen 
invasion caused him to leave Nishapur for Isfarayin, where he died 
almost immediately and was buried beside another Ash‘arite, al- 
Isfarayini.® 

His book Al-Farg bayn al-firag, "The Differences between the 
Sects’, is an important heresiographical source (p.164 below}, both 
descriptive and polemical. In the last section of some forty pages he 
presents the fifteen basic principles of Islam, as the Ash‘arites under- 
stand them. In another book, Usul ad-din, ‘The Principles of Re- 
ligion’, he has a chapter for each of the basic principles, and each 
chapter is divided into fifteen sections. This has been characterized 
by Allard as an extended creed rather than a work of theology, since 
there is little detailed argument. The main heretical views are briefly 
mentioned. Many of the positions he himself adopts are similar to 
those of al-Baqillani, though he is closer to Ibn-Firak on the question 
of anthropomorphic terms. 

Al-Bayhaqi { Aba-Bakr Ahmad ibn-al-Husayn } was born in 994 in 
the district of Bayhaq, about 100 km west of Nishapur.” Apart from 
travelling to other centres for study he spent most of his life in Bayhaq 
until 1049 when he was requested to go to Nishapur. This request 
arose out of the persecution of the Ash‘arites by al-Kunduri, vizier of 
the Seljaq sultan Tughril Beg, who had been ruling from Nishapur 
since 1040. The reason for this attack by al-Kunduri was probably his 
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rivalry for the position of vizier with Abt-Sahl ibn-al-Muwaffaq, the 
head of the municipality of Nishapur; the latter was a Shafi‘ite in law, 
whereas al-Kunduri was a Hanafite. It would have been difficult to 
attack the Shafi‘ite law-school as such, but many Shafi‘ites were 
Ash‘arites in theology, and Ash‘arism had many critics. About 1049 
two distinguished Ash‘arites, al-Qushayri and al-Juwayni, were ex- 
cluded from the mosques, and an order came from the sultan for their 
imprisonment, along with that of Abu-Sahl ibn-al-Muwaffaq and 
others. Eventually the two theologians left Nishapur and went to the 
Hijaz. Meanwhile al-Bayhaqi had written to al-Kunduri a long letter, 
which has been preserved, in which he showed the Ash‘arites were 

above suspicion of heresy and asked for the end of the persecution. It 
was about a year later that al-Bayhaqi went to Nishapur, and he may 
have spent some years there before he too went to the Hijaz. The 
return of the exiles to Nishapur took place after the imprisonment 
and death of al-Kunduri about 1063 and 1064. Al-Bayhaqi died in 
1066. | 
Although reckoned an Ash‘arite, al-Bayhaqi was primarily a stu- 
dent: of Hadith and not a speculative theologian. This made his 
defence of Ash‘arism specially valuable, since he was universally 
accepted as an authority in the field of Hadith. His ‘Book of Names 
and Attributes’ consists to a great extent of the citation from Qur'an 
and Hadith of the sources which justify the ascribing to God of the 
various names and attributes. Underlying his treatment, however, 
are certain rational principles, as Michel Allard has shown in his 
careful study, and this makes the book a work of theology. In the 
Ash‘arite tradition he accepted the distinction between the essential 
and active attributes, but above all he steered a middle course be- 
tween the ta‘til (denial of distinct attributes) of the Mu‘tazilites and 
the tashbih (anthropomorphism} of the Karramites. In other words, 
names of God properly vouched for in the sources represent real 
attributes, such as the name ‘d/im, ‘Knowing’, and the attribute ‘ilm, 
‘knowledge’; but they are not to be understood either in a literal, 
material sense or in a purely metaphorical sense. All this applies even 
to such terms as ‘hand’, ‘face’ and ‘eye’ when used of God. Al-Bayhagi 
is thé most noteworthy representative among the Ash‘arites of this 
non-speculative line. 

Al-Qushayri {Abt-]-Qasim ‘Abd-al-Karim ibn-Haw4zin) was 
born in a village near Nishapur in 986 and died in the town itself on 
the last day of 1072.8 As a young student in Nishapur he was attracted 
to sifism by the teaching of the leading master of the time, ad- 
Daqqa4q, whose daughter he married. He excelled in all the religious 
disciplines, especially in theology, the exegesis of the Qur’4n and the 
study of Hadith. In jurisprudence he was a Shafi‘ite. For Ash‘arite 
theology his teachers were [bn-Firak and al-Isfarayini. On one 
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occasion the latter is said to have scolded him for not taking notes of 
the lectures, but, when the student showed that he had remembered 
the lectures perfectly the teacher took a fancy to him and said that in 
his case it would be enough to read his books and discuss them with 
him privately. He suffered with other Ash‘arites under the persecu- 
tion of al-Kunduri, and for a time taught Hadith in Baghdad. His most 
famous work is his Risdla or ‘Epistle’, which is a full account of early 
sufism and has been much read and studied. The theological aspect of 
the work of al-Qushayri has not been adequately examined, but Louis 
Massignon has indicated how he used Ash‘arite principles to defend 
sufism from charges of heresy. 

Al-Juwayni ( Aba-]-Ma‘ali ‘Abd-al-Malik ibn-‘Abd-Allah}, known 
as Imam al-Haramayn, was the son of a distinguished jurist and was 
born on the outskirts of Nishapur in 1028.9 He was a very industrious 
student and, when his father died in 1046, succeeded to his chair of 
jurisprudence. The year 1048, however, saw the beginning of the 
persecution of the Ash‘arites by the vizier al-Kunduri (described 
above}. Al-Juwayni is said to have fled from Nishapur just as the 
sultan’s police were publishing a document condemning him. Some 
sources suggest that he went immediately to the Hijaz, but it is more 
likely that he went first to Tughril Beg’s camp, which was also his 
court, and was also for a time in Baghdad before spending four years in 
Mecca and Medina. From this period of teaching in the two holy cities 
he received the honorific title of ‘the imam of the two sanctuaries’ 
(Haramayn). After al-Kunduri’s fall from power in 1063 and his 
replacement as vizier by Nizam-al-mulk the latter reversed the policy 
of persecuting Ash‘arism and gave it some governmental suppport by 
establishing a series of colleges, each known as a madrasa Nizém- 
iyya. One of the first was at Nishapur, where al-Juwayni was appoint- 
ed professor, continuing until his death in 1085. 

Despite the careful study by Michel Allard of al-Juwayni’s views 
on the attributes of God, further work must be done on other aspects 
before we have a clear picture of the development of al-Juwayni’s 
thought. Allard’s study was based on four books, now easily avail- 
able. The chief of these is the Irshad, a general work covering the 
main theological doctrines. At the end of this al-Juwayni promises to 
write a fuller account of the subject in another book called ash- 
Shamil, ‘the comprehensive (book)’; and at least part of this appears 
to be extant, though there are some problems about identification. A 
third work with the brief title of a/-Luma‘ appears to be a simplified 
summary of the Irshad, while a fourth, Al-‘Agida an-Nizamiyya, ‘the 
Nizamian creed’, though thought to be genuine, expresses views 
which differ in some respects from those of the Irshad. 

The general position adopted in the Irshdd is similar to that of 
al-Baqillani, but the arguments are more elaborate and take account 
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of the numerous discussions with opponents in the intervening 
period. There is a great interest in the philosophical preliminaries to 
theology, and this interest is even more marked in the Cairo partial 
manuscript of the Shamil. It seems likely that it was al-Juwayni who 
encouraged al-Ghazali to study philosophy, but he himself shows 
little awareness of the details of the thought of al-Farabi and Avi- 
cenna. Apart from this matter there are some indications in the 
Irshad of aslight shift from the position of al-Ash‘ari himself. Where- 
as al-Baqillani, probably following a work by al-Ash‘ari, had refuted 
Abt-Hashim’s theory of ahwal, ‘modes’, al-Juwayni is prepared to 
adopt the term and to identify the ‘modes’ with the ‘attributes’ as 
understood by the Ash‘arites. At the same time he abandoned the 
distinction between essential and active attributes, and distinguished 
instead between ‘essential’ (nafsiyya) and ‘entitative’ (ma‘nawiyya} 
attributes. The former were those which belonged to the nafs, the 
‘essence’ or ‘self’, and were inseparable from it, while the latter were 
those derived from a ‘cause’, ‘i/la, subsisting in God ; for example, the 
attribute ‘knowing’ is derived from ‘knowledge’, a ma‘nd or ‘quasi- 
substantive entity’ which subsists in God. Similarly, when he comes 
to speak of ‘modes’, he distinguishes between those which are 
‘caused’ and those which are ‘not caused’ in this special sense. Thus, 
despite his use of the term ‘modes’, he avoids anything like the 
Mu‘ tazilite ta‘til or denial of God’s attributes, and remains within the 
Ash‘“arite tradition. 

He also moves away from al-Ash‘ari, as some of his predecessors 
in Nishapur had done, by admitting the ta’wil, ‘metaphorical inter- 
pretation’, of certain of the anthropomorphic terms applied to God in 
Qur'an and Hadith. Where al-Ash‘ari, following the Hanbalites, had 
held that a term like ‘hand’ as applied to God was to be understood 
neither literally nor metaphorically but bi-ld-kayf, ‘without (asking} 
how’, al-Juwayni argued that, since the literal or corporeal meaning of 
the term is impossible in the case of God, it must be understood as 
‘power’. 

At the end of his life, after having sought truth even in philo- 
sophical books of which strict theologians disapproved, he came back 
to something like a child-like faith, and summed up the results of his 
whole experience of life in the advice, ‘Hold to the religion of the old 
women’. 

In a sense the Ash‘arite school of Nishapur reached its culmin- 
ation in al-Juwayni’s great pupil al-Ghazali, and it was the labours of 
the men just mentioned that made possible the achievement of 
al-Ghazali. He also went beyond them, however, so that in important 
ways his work marks a new beginning. 
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AL-GHAZALI AND LATER ASH‘ARITES 


Al-Ghazali has been acclaimed by both Western and Muslim scholars 
as the greatest Islamic theologian and indeed as the greatest Muslim 
after Muhammad. It is now realized that this is not so, and that there 
were other theologians of comparable importance though in different 
ways. Something has already been said about the difficulty of arriving 
at a due appreciation of the achievements of al-Ghazali owing to the 
fact.that Western scholars found him congenial and approachable, 
and studied his works to the exclusion of those of most other theolo- 
gians. Another difficulty consists in the great volume of his writings. 
Thus his greatest work, [hyd ‘uliim ad-din, ‘The Revival of the 
Religious Sciences’, consists of forty books or chapters, of which 
each, when translated into a European language, forms a sizable book. 

A further difficulty is that of the seventy or so works attributed 
to him, which are still extant, a number are agreed by scholars to be 
falsely so attributed; but there is only partial agreement about which 
works belong to this group. Since many of the works of dubious 
authenticity are heterodox or heretical works of Sifistic teaching, the 
acceptance of these as genuine alters the general picture of al-Ghazali. 
Those who accept some of the dubious writings as genuine suggest as 
an explanation either that, besides the exoteric: teaching which he 
gave to all he had esoteric teaching which he communicated only toa 
select few, or else that towards the end of his life he completely - 
changed his views and abandoned Ash‘arism. This second suggestion 
is shown to be impossible by the discovery of an early manuscript of a 
short work of Ash‘arite-Shafi‘ite tendency, in which it is stated that 
this was completed by al-Ghazali less than a fortnight before his 
death. It is also highly improbable that a lucid and upright thinker 
like al-Ghazali could hold and teach esoterically views which contra- 
dicted those which he publicly professed. In the present state of 
scholarship the wisest course is to base any account of al-Ghazali 
solely on the works universally accepted as genuine; and that will be 
done here. Naturally the other works, even if not by al-Ghazali, are 
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important as illustrating trends in stifism.? 

(1) Life. Abad-Hamid Muhammad ibn-Muhammad ibn-Muham- 
mad al-Ghazali was born in 1058 in Tis, a town near modern Mesh- 
hed in north-east Iran. Almost since his own lifetime there have been 
arguments whether his nisba, ‘relative name’, should be Ghazali or 
Ghazzali. The latter would relate to a ghazzal, ‘spinner (or seller of 
spun yarn)’, the former to a village or woman called Ghazala; but 
there is no certainty about the ancestor who was a spinner, since he 
had a grand-uncle (or less probably uncle) also called Ghazili, and the 
village or woman is otherwise unknown. The form Ghazali is here 
preferred on the basis of the principle difficilior lectio potius. 

Al-Ghazali’s early education was in Tis itself. His father died 
while he and his brother Ahmad (who became a distinguished jurist 
and mystic) were still boys, but left some money for their education 
with a sufi friend. When the money was exhausted, the friend ar- 
ranged for them to go to a madrasa, where they received free food and 
lodging as well as instruction. At some time not later than 1074 
al-Ghazali went for purposes of study to Gurgan, some 300 miles 
away at the south-east corner of the Caspian Sea. On the return 
journey his party was attacked by brigands who among other things 
took away his notebooks; on his pleading for their restoration this 
was done, but he was also taunted with claiming falsely to know what 
was in fact only in his notebooks. At Tis he therefore spent three 
years committing the material to memory. 

In 1077 he went to Nishapur (about 50 miles to the west} to 
study under al-Juwayni at the recently founded Nizamiyya college. 
Here he remained until the death of al-Juwayni in August 108s. 
Jurisprudence was presumably central in his studies, with Ash‘arite 
theology in second place. Al-Juwayni may also have encouraged him 
to read the works of the philosophers al-Farabi and Avicenna. In his 
later years at Nishapur he helped with teaching and was recognized as 
a rising scholar, so that on the death of al-Juwayni the great vizier 
Nizam-al-mulk invited him to his court, which was also a camp and 
moved about. He seems to have remained at this court until July 1o91 
when he was appointed professor at the Nizamiyya college in Bagh- 
dad. Thus at the age of 33 he went to one of the most prestigious 
positions in the Sunnite Islamic world. 

In his book Al-Mungidh min ad-dala]l, ‘The Deliverer from 
Error’, he tells us about his intellectual development and about some 
of the external details of his life from 1091 to 1106. This book is best 
described as an apologia pro vita sua, since in it he is concerned to 
justify his abandonment of his professorship at Baghdad in 1095 and 
his return to teaching at Nishapur in 1106 ; but the plan of the book is 
roughly autobiographical. He decribes his intellectual journey as 
beginning with a period of complete scepticism and then consisting 
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of an examination of the four chief ‘classes of seekers’ of his time, 
namely, the Ash‘arite theologians, the Neoplatonic philosophers, the 
Isma‘ilites (whom he calls the party of ta‘lim, ‘authoritative instnic- 
tion’) and Sifis. He speaks of his encounter with each group as a 
separate stage chronologically, but the stages must have overlapped. 

It is virtually certain that he commenced the study of stfism at Tas 
and Nishapur before 1085, while his study of philosophy probably 
began under al-Juwayni. It is unlikely, too, that the period of scepti- 
cism, though it was a real experience which lasted ‘almost two 
months’, came until after he had some familiarity with philosophy, 
since philosophical considerations are mentioned in his account of it. 
Thus the course of his intellectual quest has been somewhat schema- 
tized in the interests of the literary presentation. 

Some books about jurisprudence seem to have been written 
before he went to Baghdad, and presumably his lectures there were 
mainly about jurisprudence. His main work of Ash‘arite theology 
presupposes the study of philosophy and so cannot be dated much 
before the end of the Baghdad period, but the so-called ‘Jerusalem 
Epistle’ (ar-Risdla al-Qudsiyya), a brief statement of Ash‘arite doc- 
trine later incorporated in Book 2 of the Ihyd’, may have been com- 
posed before 1091. He himself tells us that much of his time in 
Baghdad between 1091 and 1095, after lecturing to three hundred 
students and doing some writing, was devoted to the study of philo- 
sophy. He read the books himself without an instructor, presumably 
because it was difficult for a person in his position to have contact 
with heretical philosophers. Though he places the period of scepti- 
cism much earlier, it is possible that it was connected with this 
intense study of philosophy. The scepticism consisted in doubting 
whether it was possible for man to have any certain knowledge at all, 
and it came to an end, not through any argument, but when ‘God cast 
a light into his heart’; this ‘light’ was the realization that there are 
basic truths which cannot be proved but must simply be accepted. 

The first encounter in his quest for truth, according tothe scheme 
of the Mungidh, was with the rational theologians {mutakallimdn). 
These are in fact the Ash‘arites, among whom he had been numbered 
both at Nishapur and at the court of Nizam-al-mulk. From his new 
standpoint he regards these theologians as operating on the basis of 
certain assumptions or presuppositions, which they do not discuss 
but take for granted, whereas it is precisely for these that he now 
wants a rational justification. Since thése theologians cannot give 
him this justification, he passes to philosophy. This second encoun- 
ter will be described more fully in what follows. 

The third encounter was of a somewhat different character. It 
was with those whom he calls Ta‘limites, the party of ta‘lim, who got 
their ‘teaching’ or ‘instruction’ in an authoritative form from their 
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imam. These were in fact the adherents of Ism4‘ilism, which was at 
this time the official religion of Egypt under the Fatimid dynasty and 
also the inspiration of a secret revolutionary movement in the pro- 
vinces acknowledging the ‘Abbasid caliph. As a scholar al-Ghazali 
was concermed with Isma‘ilism, which was occasioning some talk 
among his contemporaries as a result of Fatimid propaganda; and 
when the caliph commanded him to write a refutation he readily 
obeyed. There is nothing, however, to suggest that he was as deeply 
involved personally in this encounter as in the second and fourth, 
despite his writing at least five books on the topic. The main point 
which he criticized was the Isma‘ilite claim that, if one wants infal- 
lible knowledge on any point, one must consult the infallible imam. 

The fourth encounter was with stifism. In the end al-Ghazali had 
been disappointed with philosophy, for he had come to realize that 
there is a limit to the knowledge that can be obtained by rational 
methods. He therefore decided to make a more thorough study of 
stfism than he had hitherto done. As he himself puts it in the 
Mungidh: ‘I realized . . . that I had already advanced as far as was 
possible by way of knowledge. What remained for me was not to be 
attained by instruction and study but only by immediate experience 
and by living as a siifi.’ At the same time he became dissatisfied with 
the manner of his life in Baghdad. He felt that he was motivated by 
personal ambition rather than the desire to serve God, and he thought 
he might be in danger of going to Hell. Eventually in July 1095 his 
internal struggles and perplexities resulted in what would now be 
regarded as a psychosomatic illness. His tongue dried up, and he was 
unable to lecture or even to eat. The doctors could do nothing. Relief 
came only when he decided to give up academic work completely and 
to lead the life of a siifi. He made arrangements for his family and their 
education, then gave away the rest of his wealth. He left Baghdad in 
November 1095, ostensibly to make the pilgrimage to Mecca; but 
this was to prevent obstacles being placed in the way of his carrying 
out his real intention of becoming a sii. Actually he went only as far 
as Damascus, and settled there for some months. 

The statements in the Mungidh about the next ten years are not 
altogether clear, and have led to varying accounts of what he did; but 
when they are supplemented from other sources the following pic- 
ture emerges. From Damascus he made the pilgrimage in November 
and December 1096, passing through Jerusalem and Hebron. It is 
sometimes said that he visited Egypt at that time, but this is improb- 
able. From Damascus he returned to Baghdad not later than June 
1097, though he probably did not remain long there but proceeded to 
his native town of Tis by way of Hamadhan. In Tis he established a 
khdangah (hostel or convent) where young men came and joined him 
in leading the siifi life as a community. The genuineness of his con- 
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version to sufism has sometimes been questioned by Muslim schol- 
ars, and it has been suggested, for example, that after the coming to 
power in early 1095 of the Seljtiq prince Barkiyaruq his life was in 
some danger, since he had been involved in supporting the rival 
prince Tutush, now dead. A political factor may indeed have been 
present, but al-Ghazali himself seems to have thought of his position 
mainly in religious terms. 

In 1105 or early in 1106 Fakhr-al-mulk, son of Nizim-al-mulk 
and now vizier of the Seljiig prince governing Khurasan, prevailed on 
al-Ghazali to accept the professorship at the Nizamiyya college in 
Nishapur. One of the factors which led him to reverse his earlier 
decision to give up teaching was a Hadith to the effect that at the 
beginning of each century God would send a mujaddid, ‘renewer’, of 
his religion. The Islamic year 500 began on 2 September 1106, and 
many of those he consulted assured him that he was undoubtedly the 
mujaddid for the sixth century. He may have felt too that he would be 
able to combine teaching at Nishapur with most of the siifi practices 
he had been engaging in at Tiis, which were presumably those which 
he describes in his book Biddyat al-hidaya, ‘The Beginning of Guid- 
ance’. He took up his duties at Nishapur in July or August 1106, and 
continued teaching until at least August 1109. At some point after 
that date he retired to Tiis, possibly because of ill-health, and died 
there on 18 December 1111. His brother Ahmad tells how on the day 
of his death, after making his ablutions and performing the dawn 
prayer, he asked for his shroud, kissed it, laid it on his eyes and said, 
‘Obediently I enter into the presence of the King’; then facing Mecca 
he stretched out his feet and was dead before sunrise. 

(2} His study of philosophy. Although al-Ghazali’s decision to 
study the ‘sciences’ of the philosophers arose out of his own intel- 
lectual problems, he was also aware that theology was in a weak 
position because of its inability to answer philosophical criticisms. 
For over two centuries the religious scholars had kept all Greek 
learning at arm’s length as something foreign and dangerous, or had 
tried to attack it without an adequate understanding of the problems 
and had thereby incurred the ridicule of the philosophers. Al-Ghazali 
set about his task with an open mind, ready to follow the argument 
wherever it led him, but he was also trying to discover how far the 
results of the Greek sciences are compatible with the beliefs of 
Muslims. He soon realized that there was nothing in mathematics, 
logic and physics contrary to Islamic dogma, but he noted as a draw- 
back that the clarity and certainty of mathematical arguments led 
some people to suppose that all the arguments of the philosophers 
had the same clarity and certainty, and so to accept without question 
their metaphysical assertions. After spending ‘less than two years’ on 
these studies al-Ghazali devoted another year to reflecting on what he 
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had read. In this way he obtained such a grasp of the philosophy of 
al-Farabi and Avicenna that his account of it—chiefly following Avi- 
cenna—in his Maqdsid al-faldsifa, ‘The Aims of the Philosophers’, is 
usually reckoned to be a clearer and more concise account than any 
written by the philosophers themselves. 

For al-Ghazali, however, this was only a preparation for another 
work entitled TahdGfut al-falasifa, ‘The Inconsistency of the Philo- 
sophers’, in which he criticized the weaknesses of their metaphysical 
views. With great subtlety he discussed twenty points of doctrine in 
which he regarded the philosophers as mistaken and as involved in 
contradictions. Three of these points he regarded as more serious 
than the others and amounting to ‘unbelief’, with the corollary that 
those who held them were outside the community of Muslims. The 
three doctrines are: that for bodies there is no resurrection, only for 
bare spirits; that God knows universals but not particulars ; and that 
the world has existed from all eternity (and so was not created). 

Al-Ghaz4li’s study of philosophy undoubtedly had far-reaching 
results. What may be called the positive results are easiest to describe. 
By showing that the disciplines associated with philosophy are largely 
neutral with regard to Islamic doctrine he made it possible for at least 
the more rationally-minded theologians to accept much of their 
content. This included metaphysical conceptions other than the 
twenty points; and, more importantly, it included Aristotelian logic. 
He himself was greatly impressed by the logical works of Aristotle, 
especially those on the syllogism. Previous Muslim theologians and 
jurists had used various forms of argument other than the syllogism, 
and their arguments were valid for those who shared their assump- 
tions but were employed in a somewhat haphazard fashion. What 
attracted al-Ghazali to this logic was possibly not the single syllo- 
gism but the ordering of a series of arguments in such a way that the 
conclusion of one syllogism became the premiss of the next. He 
devoted some seventy pages to logic in his Magdsid al-faldsifa, and 
wrote two short works on Aristotelian logic intended for those with a 
traditional Islamic education, and using examples from materials 
with which they were familiar. He hmself made use of syllogistic 
reasoning in his exposition of Islamic doctrine, Al-Iqtisdd f1-1-i‘tiqad, 
‘The Just Mean in Belief’. 

As a result of all this one finds later rational theologians in Islam 
tending to give their theology more and more of a philosophical basis, 
as will be seen in what follows. Parallel with this was the growth of 
logic as a distinct discipline, but one whose exponents were no longer 
philosophers but persons trained in Islamic theology or jurispru- 
dence. The neutrality of philosophical ethics is not so clear, but 
al-Ghazali felt able to take over some of its ideas. Indeed it has 
recently been established that much of his ethical work Mizdn al- 
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‘amal, ‘The Criterion of Action’, closely follows an obscure early- 
eleventh-century philosopher ar-Raghib al-Isfahani. When the impli- 
cations of this fact have been further studied, interesting results may 
be obtained; but it seems unlikely that al-Ghazali’s influence on 
ethics will prove as important as that on logic. So much for the 
positive results of al-Ghazali’s study of philosophy. It is these above 
all which constitute ‘the second wave of Hellenism’. 

Negative results of his study would be chiefly some weakening 
of the philosophical movement as a result of his attack on it in the 
Tahdfut. Since there are no pure philosophical works in the eastern 
provinces after his time, it is tempting to conclude that his attack on 
the philosophers had been so devastating that philosophy was killed 
off; but such a conclusion is not justified. It is true that there were no 
outstanding philosophers in the east after 1100 who stood within the 
‘pure’ Aristotelian and Neoplatonic tradition; but it is also true that 
the last great philosopher there, Avicenna, had died in 1037, twenty 
years before al-Ghazali was born; and so the decline of philosophy 
may have begun long before the Tahdfut appeared. In the western 
Islamic world Averroes was able to write a critique of the Tahdfut, 
but the tradition virtually came to an end with his death in 1198. 

The end of a particular philosophical tradition, however, did not 
mean the end of all philosophizing. Though the traveller Ibn-Jubayr 
{d.1217) could still find people who professed to follow al-Farabi and 
Avicenna, it would appear that the main study of philosophy had 
been transformed so that most of the activity was along two fresh 
lines. One of these, as already noted, was the incorporation of philo- 
sophical conceptions and methods into rational theology or Kalam, 
especially by the Ash’‘arites; indeed certain aspects of philosophy 
became a kind of prolegomena to theology proper. This was mainly 
found among Sunnite Muslims. The second line was the fusion of 
philosophy with Shi‘ite ideas or with non-Islamic mystical ideas. 
In the century after al-Ghazali the philosophy, or perhaps rather 
theosophy, of the Ishraq, ‘Iluminative Wisdom’, was developed by 
Shihab-ad-din as-Suhrawardi, also known as Suhrawardi Maqtul, ‘the 
killed Suhrawardi’ (d.1191).? It was and still is influential, especially 
in the Iranian world, as will be seen later. 

Al-Ghazali’s critique of philosophy, then, by no means put an 
end to philosophizing, but it may have contributed to the transform- 
ations. He certainly encouraged Sunnite theologians to become more 
philosophically minded, and his attack on Avicennian metaphysics 
may have led those who still followed Avicenna to combine his 
teaching with some form of mystical belief and practice. 

{3) His practice of stifism. In previous centuries sifism had 
sometimes been associated with heretical beliefs and with a neglect 
of the common duties of Muslims such as the five daily prayers. In 


Ol 


THE SECOND WAVE OF HELLENISM 


consequence it had become suspect among many jurists and theo- 
logians, even though some jurists and theologians, like al-Qushayri, 
had themselves been siifis. The main aim of al-Ghazali in his greatest 
work, the Ihya’ (‘The Revival of the Religious Sciences’), was to show 
how a punctilious observance of the duties imposed by the Shari‘a 
_ could be the basis of a genuine sufi life. The much shorter work 
Bidayat al-hiddya describes the basic rule of life which results from 
the principles explained in detail in the Ihyd‘. This was presumably 
the rule which he himself followed after leaving the Baghdad profes- 
sorship and which was also followed in the monastery-college which 
he established at Tis. 

In the Munqidh al-Ghazali speaks of the defects he found in the 
theologians, but there is nothing to suggest that he ever abandoned 
Ash‘arite doctrine, even if he supplemented it with philosophical 
considerations. An Ash‘arite creed, the ‘Jerusalem Epistle’, is includ- 
ed in the Zhya’, and it was after his study of philosophy. that he wrote 
his major theological work, the Igtisdd. At Nishapur he must have 
taught Shafi‘ite jurisprudence and probably also Ash‘arite Kalam. 
Certainly while he was there he wrote an important book on the 
principles of jurisprudence called Al-Mustasfd, ‘The pure {(Teaching}’. 
Finally, a few days before his death he completed a short work 
(roughly within the field of jurisprudence} in which he maintained | 
that it was wrong to communicate the subtleties of Kalam to ordinary 
people. From these facts it seems certain that al-Ghazali remained a 
Shafi‘ite and Ash‘arite to the end of his life, though he was now using 
philosophical methods to defend Ash‘arite doctrine. Consequently 
those works ascribed to him which make it appear that before his 
death he abandoned Sunnism and adopted some kind of monism are 
to be rejected as unauthentic. On becoming a sifi he did not cease to 
be a Shafi‘ite and an Ash‘arite ; and thus by his conduct of his own life 
and by the quality of his writings he helped to allay the suspicions 
towards siifism felt by many Sunnite scholars, and to make it easier 
for later Sunnites to adopt a stifi way of life. 

(4) The successors of al-Ghazali. The fact that the most impor- 
tant Ash‘arites of the eleventh century were connected with Nisha- 
pur does not mean that there were no Ash‘arites elsewhere. The 
apologist and historian of Ash‘arism, Ibn-‘Asakir (d.1176}, has bio- 
graphical notices of thirteen men whose date of death lay between 
I1mr and 1148, some of whom had been born before al-Ghazali., 
Several of these men lived chiefly in Nishapur, and some chiefly or 
partly in Baghdad; but others were mainly connected with Damas- 
cus, Jerusalem, Ispahan and Kirm4an respectively. In Ispahan there 
was a Nizamiyya college where Ash‘arism was taught and studied. 
Men travelled easily from one seat of learning to another, and often 
received an enthusiastic welcome because of their reputation as 
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scholars. Despite this widespread study of Ash‘arite theology, how- 
ever, there are only two important names in the century and a half 
after al-Ghazall. 

The first of these is ash-Shahrastani (Taj-ad-din Muhammad 
ibn-‘Abd-al-Karim), who was bom in 1086 (or 1076} in Shahrastan, 
the main quarter of the city of Gurgan in eastern Persia.* His edu- 
cation was completed at Nishapur, either before or just after al-Gha- 
zali’s period of teaching there. In 1116 he made the pilgrimage to 
Mecca, and then spent three years lecturing and preaching at the 
Nizamiyya in Baghdad. The remainder of his life until his death in 
1153 was spent in Nishapur and Shahrastan. | 

It was presumably at Nishapur that he was introduced to philo- 
sophy, and he took up the subject with enthusiasm. Almost a third of 
his work on sects and religions (already mentioned} consists of an 
exposition of the philosophy of Avicenna in a manner comparable to 
the Maqdsid of al-Ghazali; and he also wrote a refutation of Avi- 
cenna, perhaps following the model of the Tahdfut. His chief work of 
Ash‘arite theology, Nihdyat al-igdém fi ‘ilm al-kalam ("The End of 
Daring about the Science of Kalam’), is called by its editor and 
translator a Summa Philosophiae, but it is essentially a work of 
Kalam, treating the same topics and in roughly the same order as the 
similar works of al-Juwayni and al-Ghazali. The invasion of theology 
by philosophy, however, is marked by the fact that views of Avicenna 
and other philosophers join those of theological sects among the 
matters discussed ; and the treatment throughout is characterized by 
new philosophical conceptions and methods. 

There was a near-contemporary report that he was suspected of a 
leaning towards Isma ‘ilism and had even been a propagandist for that 
doctrine. The charge may have arisen out of hostility to philosophy 
and to theologians who busied themselves with it ; or it may be due to 
the fact that all his books were written for a patron, the nagib or 
‘dean’ of the descendants of ‘Ali in Tirmidh. Recently some scholars 
have tried to show that the charge was justified, and further study is 
now necessary. What has been shown so far is that there are parallels. 
between some statements made by ash-Shahrastani and the views of 
Isma‘ilite authors; but these parallels appear to be not in his main 
arguments against Avicenna, for example, but in secondary matters. 
Even when the parallels have been demonstrated, however, there 
remains the problem of their significance. It may be that they were 
forms of expression commonly used in the circles in which ash- 
Shahrast4ni mixed and that they did not imply sectarian allegiance; 
or they may have been introduced to please his patron without 
indicating a commitment to Ismd‘ilism. In the debate so far no cogent 
reason has been given for thinking ash-Shahrastani was other than a 
convinced Ash‘arite and Shafi‘ite. 
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The second important name is that of Fakhr-ad-din ar-R4zi, also 
known as Ibn-al-Khatib, who was born at Rayy near modern Tehran 
in 1149 (or 1150) and who died at Herat in Afghanistan in 1210.* His 
father, the Khatib or official orator of Rayy, was himself a learned 
man who had been a student at Nishapur. The young Fakhr-ad-din 
studied the whole range of subjects taught at Rayy, partly with his 
father and partly with other teachers. Shortly after completing his 
studies he went to the region of Khwarazm (to the south of the Aral 
Sea} and argued against the Mu'tazilite theologians who were estab- 
lished there ; but their hostility forced him to retire to Bukhara and 
Samarqand. He subsequently went back to Rayy, where he was able 
to arrange for the marriage of two sons to the two daughters of a 
wealthy physician. On the death of the latter Fakhr-ad-din obtained 
control of most of his wealth, and from being a poor man became a 
very wealthy one, who was in a position sometimes to give financial 
help to local rulers. Eventually, after journeys to Central Asia and 
India, he settled in Herat, where he was allowed to establish a school 
within the royal palace of the Ghurid dynasty. He died there in March 
1210. : 

He is commonly regarded, following Ibn-Khaldin, as the person 
who, along with al-Ghazali, did most to introduce the new philo- 
sophical approach into Kalam. He began the study of philosophy at 
Rayy, but was greatly influenced by another philosopher whom he 
apparently never met. This was Abi-l-Barakat al-Baghdadi, also 
known as Ibn-Malka, who was born a Jew near Mosul about 1077, 
became a Muslim late in life, and died in Baghdad, apparently after 
1164.5 He was thoroughly versed in the philosophy of Avicenna, but 
stood closer to traditional Jewish and Muslim theological doctrine, 
putting special emphasis on the existence of angels. He thus tended to 
be critical of Avicenna, and his critical attitude was followed by 
Fakhr-ad-din in Al-Mabahith al-mashrigiyya, an extensive work on 
‘metaphysics and physics’, although he also borrows freely from 
Avicenna. _ 

The greatest theological work of Fakhr-ad-din ar-Razi is his vast 
commentary on the Qur'an, entitled Mafatih al-ghayb, ‘The Keys of 
the Unseen’. Modern editions contain between 5,000 and 8,000 pages. 
Critics like Ibn-Taymiyya complained that this work contained 
everything except tafsir {commentary}; but admirers replied that it 
contained tafsir and everything else as well. He certainly manages to 
introduce many philosophical discussions. Of his works specifically 
on theological doctrine the most important is the Muhassal, whose 
full title might be rendered ‘The Summary of the Ideas of the Scholars, 
Philosophers and Theologians, ancient and modem’. This work 
shows clearly the growing importance of philosophy as a basis for 
theology. It is divided into four roughly equal parts, of which the first 
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deals with logical and epistemological preliminaries, and the second 
with the objects of knowledge (such as the existent, the possible, the 
necessary}. In this he goes far beyond al-Juwayni and even beyond 
al-Ghazali. In the third part he deals with the doctrine of God, and in 
the fourth with prophethood, eschatology and similar matters. In 
these last two parts he is basically an Ash‘arite. 

In a long article on Fakhr-ad-din ar-Razi published i in 1912 Ignaz 
Goldziher called attention to certain points on which his views were 
close to those of the Mu'tazilites despite the strong criticisms he had 
made of those in Khwarazm and elsewhere. Among the points men- 
tioned were: the ‘metaphorical interpretation’, ta’ wil, of anthropo- 
morphic terms applied to God, the use and reliability of those Hadiths 
called ahdd (that is, with only a single line of transmission}, and the 
impeccability or freedom from sin { ‘ismma) of the prophets. The charge 
is valid, but the points are minor ones, and Fakhr-ad-din’s views may 
well have been due to influences other than Mu'tazilite. Goldziher 
realized that some previous Ash‘arites had been moving towards the 
acceptance of ta’wil (as was noted above in the case of al-Juwayni}. 
Much more is now known about the works of Fakhr-ad-din himself 
and the whole intellectual background { although there are still large 
gaps in our knowledge); and it seems likely that his intellectual 
position on such matters was due primarily to his study of philosophy 
and of the Ash‘arite arguments against Mu'tazilism. It is possible, 
however, that at a later date he modified his positions somewhat in 
the course of his controversies with the Mu ‘tazilites. 

Although Fakhr-ad-din made more use of philosophy than al- 
Ghazali, he was more conservative in questions of dogma and less 
given to speculating freely. For example, there had been much dis- 
cussion among theologians of whether God had a sura, ‘form’ or 
‘image’. Muhammad was reported to have said on one occasion that 
‘God created Adam in his sara’; and there were other similar Hadiths. 
The one quoted seems to reflect Genesis 1.26, but some Muslim 
scholars resorted to various ingenious devices to avoid making the 
pronoun ‘his’ refer to God, since any similarity between God and a 
man was thought to be at variance with God’s transcendence. Where 
al-Ghazali had come near to accepting the idea that Adam was made 
in God’s sara, Fakhr-ad-din found a way of making ‘his’ refer to God 
and yet turning the whole saying into an assertion that is entirely 
about Adam and says nothing about a similarity to God. This com- 
bination of philosophy and conservatism was symptomatic of the 
direction in which Kalam was to develop. 


Fakhr-ad-din ar-Razi was by no means the last of the Ash‘arites, but 
after him for about a century there was no important figure in any 
theological school. The gap here is doubtless due in part to the 
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disturbed political conditions in the Iranian provinces and Iraq, 
especially after the Mongol invasions which culminated in the sack 
of Baghdad in 1258 and the end of the ‘Abbasid dynasty of caliphs. 
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN 


OTHER SUNNITE THEOLOGIANS, 
950-1250 


It is now realized by scholars that in the three centuries after al- 
Ash‘ari there was much theological activity apart from that among 
the Ash‘arites. Not much of this has been studied in detail, however, 
and so the treatment here is necessarily sketchy. 


(a) the Hanbalites 

Knowledge of the Hanbalites has been greatly increased during the 
last three or four decades through the work of Henri Laoust and his 
disciples, beginning with his monumental work on Ibn-Taymiyya 
published in 1939. In the earlier period those who followed Ahmad 
ibn-Hanbal (pp.57—8), or regarded him as their figurehead, constitu- 
ted a school that was both legal and theological, and Hanbalism has 
mostly retained this dual character; but especially between 950 and 
1250 Hanbalites are found who were Shafi ‘ite in jurisprudence. 

The most distinctive feature of Hanbalite theology is its oppos- 
ition to Kalam, that is, to rational argument in matters of dogma. 
Hanbalite creeds insist that true religion consists in accepting the 
Qur’an and Sunna and following the recognized outstanding scholars 
of later generations, while rejecting certain forms of argument used in 
Kalam. The emphasis is on the formulation of the dogmas of Islam in 
a simple and concrete form, so that the general attitude of Hanbalism 
is not unlike that of what is called ‘fundamentalism’ in Christianity. 
Not surprisingly the Hanbalites had much support from ordinary 
people, especially from among the populace of Baghdad. The leading 
Hanbalites, however, besides being competent scholars, were very 
intelligent men, who were capable of giving profound reasons for 
their opposition to Kalam. To the charge of tashbih, ‘anthropomorph- 
ism’, they responded by showing that Ash‘arism also had an element 
of tashbih. Where the Mu‘tazilites and later Ash‘arites interpreted 
the anthropomorphic terms in the Qur’4n metaphorically, the Han- 
balites claimed that they accepted them neither literally nor meta- 
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phorically but ‘amodally’ { bi-Jd kayf). In this way the Hanbalites may 
be said to have avoided the excessive intellectualism that developed 
in Kalam and to have preserved the essentials of Islam for ordinary 
men.! 

{1} The period of the Buwayhids, 945-1055. When the Buwayhid 
sultans or war-lords became the rulers of Iraq, Iran and other pro- 
vinces of the Islamic empire, they gave some encouragement to 
Imamite Shi‘ism and tried to weaken the attachment to Sunnism of 
the majority of their subjects, though without taking any extreme 
measures. In this situation Hanbalite theologians and preachers 
appear to have played an important role in propagating and streng- 
thening Sunnism; and they and others were sufficiently successful 
for it to be possible to speak of a restoration of Sunnism from about 
the beginning of the eleventh century. Most of the Hanbalites of this 
period are little more than names. Al-Ajurri {d.970} was a teacher of 
Hadith and Shafi‘ite jurisprudence in Baghdad until 941, then went to 
live in Mecca in seclusion ;? Ibn-Sam‘in (912—97) was a popular 
preacher and sifi in Baghdad, but is also claimed by the Ash‘arites.? 

More is known about Ibn-Batta al-Ukbari (917—97], since a 
work of his has been edited and translated into French by Henri 
Laoust, and provided with a long and important introduction about 
the development of credal statements in the Hanbalite school.* Ibn- 
Batta was born at Ukbara on the Tigris 60 km north of Baghdad, but 
had his early education in Baghdad itself, where his father was a 
merchant. Later he travelled extensively in search of knowledge of 
Hadith, visiting among other places Mecca, Basra and Damascus. In 
Mecca he became friendly with al-Ajurri. At about the age of forty he 
retumed to ‘Ukbara to lead a secluded life in which he devoted his 
time to fasting, meditation and study. 

The work mentioned was planned as a simple statement - of 
Islamic belief, specially suited for young men and non-Arabs, and it 
was hoped that by it those who were tending to waver in their faith 
would be led back to imitation of the Prophet. In the first part 
Ibn-Batta speaks about the unity of the community of Muslims and of 
the need to be loyal to it. As the bases of true belief he names not 
merely the Qur'an and the Sunna, but also ijmd‘, ‘consensus’ ; and by 
this he understands primarily the consensus of the Prophet’s Com- 
panions, supplemented by the consensus of the pious and worthy 
scholars who have followed in their footsteps. The second part treats 
of the particular doctrines in detail, supporting them by quotations 
from Qur'an and Hadith. The order of topics is notably different from 
that in the Ash‘arite doctrinal treatises, and places in the foreground 
questions about faith (imdn), not the doctrine of God and his attri- 
butes. This is probably a better order at least for the readers in view. 
The relatively short third section states precisely what ‘following the 
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Sunna’ consists of in respect of various points of ritual and social 
relationships, while the fourth section mentions the chief heresies to 
be avoided, and lists the most dangerous exponents of these heretical 
views. Louis Gardet saw this profession of faith as constituting a kind 
of hinge between the earlier somewhat formless Hanbalite creeds and 
the later carefully constructed ones. 

The teaching and preaching of men like Ibn-Batta led at the 
beginning of the eleventh century to what Laoust has called ‘la 
restauration sunnite’. The preachers had produced in many ordinary 
men a greater awareness of their identity as Sunnites, and this led to 
popular agitation against rival Shi‘ites. Small incidents could lead to 
violent clashes, as happened in 998 and again in 1007. Meanwhile the 
position of the ‘Abbasid caliphate—from 991 to 1031 the caliph was 
al-Qadir—was greatly strengthened by the succession in 997 to part 
of his father’s Samanid governorship of a young man who soon be- 
came famous as Sultan Mahmud of Ghazna. The Samanids were 
autonomous rulers of eastern Persia and neighbouring lands, but 
nominally were appointed as governors by the ‘Abbasid caliphs. By 
this time, however, their power was in decline, and within a few years 
Mahmiud had made himself the de facto ruler of much of the Samanid 
domains as well as of the region of Ghazna in Afghanistan, and he 
then proceeded to extend his power far into North India. Despite his 
great power Mahmid found it to his advantiage to receive an appoint- 
ment from the caliph al-Qadir and recognize him as his nominal 
suzerain, and he also made himself a defender of Sunnism. 

Encouraged by the support of Mahmid and also of the Sunnite 
populace in other cities, al-Qadir adopted a policy aimed at increasing 
his own power and authority and weakening those of the Buwayhid 
sultan who was still ruling from Baghdad. In 1003 he effectively 
blocked the nomination of a Shi‘ite as chief judge. In 1011 he had a 
refutation published of the claim of the Fatimid dynasty of Egypt to 
be descended from ‘Ali and Fatima through their son al-Husayn. In 
1017 he invited Mahmid to join him in opposing the Mu‘tazilites and 
Isma ‘ilites {who included the Fatimids). Then in 1018 he had a credal 
document formally read, probably that known as the Qadiriyya 
(which is not to be confused with the Qadariyya or Qadarite sect}. 
The policy of formally reading credal statements was continued both 
by al-Qadir and by the son who succeeded him, al-Qa’im (1031-735 }, 
and under the latter it is explicitly stated that what was read was the 
Qadiriyya.5 

The Qadiriyya is clearly an expression of Hanbalite doctrine. Its 
formulations are close to those of Ibn-Batta, though it follows a 
different order. It speaks of itself as presenting the doctrine of Ahl 
as-Sunna wa-l-Jam4‘a, that is, the Sunnites, and, while it does so in a 
positive way, the doctrines are so worded that opposing heretical 


LOO 


OTHER SUNNITE THEOLOGIANS 


views are definitely rejected, notably those of the anthropomorphists 
(Mushabbiha}, Karramites, Imamites, Isma‘ilites, Mu‘tazilites and 
Ash‘arites. Al-Qadir was not himself trained in Hanbalite theology, 
but he was friendly with and influenced by one of the most distin- 
guished Hanbalite scholars of the day, Ibn-Hamid (d.1012).° Al-Qadir 
doubtless also realized that a Hanbalite type of creed would be the 
most effective for strengthening Sunnite views among the masses; 
and in addition to the formal readings in the palace there were 
frequent readings in the mosques. 

The most eminent pupil of Ibn-Hamid was the Qadi Abi-Ya‘la 
ibn-al-Farra’ (d.1066}, who was closely associated with the caliph 
al-Qa’im, and present at the formal readings of the Qadiriyya in 1041 
and 1053.” A recent study, based on the edition of his Mu‘tamad 
which deals with ust] ad-din, ‘the principles of religion’, makes a 
case for thinking that the Hanbalites from Abi-Ya‘la onwards accep- 
ted something of the methodology of Kalam. This view, which 
appears to be well grounded, will in time lead to some reassessment 
of the development of Hanbalism in the eleventh and twelfth cen- 
turies, even though it was already known that Ibn-Taymiyya used 
forms of argument far beyond those of the early Hanbalites. 

(2) The period of the Great Seljtiqs, 105 5—1157. The year 1055, 
when Seljiiq forces first occupied Baghdad, may be taken as the date at 
which power passed to the Seljiiqs from the Buwayhids, though the 
Buwayhids had been in decline for some time and the Seljtigs ex- — 
perienced subsequent set-backs. The Seljiqs were supporters of 
Sunnism, but to begin with (as seen above} unduly favoured the 
Hanafites and then later strengthened the Ash‘arites, while trying to 
keep peace between the rival Sunnite factions. It was in the middle of 
this period that the Crusaders appeared in Syria and conquered Jeru- 
salem; but these events, despite their great significance for westem 
Europe, produced hardly a ripple in Baghdad and nothing further east. 

A colourful personage at the beginning of the period was the 
Sharif Abt-Ja‘far, probably the leading exponent of Hanbalite juris- 
prudence in Baghdad at the time.* He became famous, or perhaps 
rather notorious through his forceful opposition to the Mu ‘tazilites, 
Ash‘arites and Safis. Thus in 1068 he was at the head of a popular 
demonstration protesting against the renewal of Mu'tazilite teaching 
and demanding the reading and reaffirmation of the Qadiriyya creed. 
In the following year and again in 1072 he attacked a younger Hanbal- 
ite Ibn-‘Aqil, of whom more will be said presently, for accepting some 
Mu'tazilite views and being a follower of the condemned mystic 
al-Hallaj. Finally for some five months he led a movement of protest 
against the public preaching of Ash‘arite doctrines in the Nizamiyya 
college by a visiting professor, Abu-Nasr al-Qushayri, son of the sifi 
and theologian mentioned above. There were several incidents, and 
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peace was only restored between the factions by the death of the 
Sharif (September 1077} and Niz4m-al-mulk’s recall of al-Qushayri 
to Nishapur. 

Of other distinguished and less bellicose Hanbalite scholars in 
Baghdad most is known about Ibn-‘Aqil, who has been the subject of a 
detailed study by George Makdisi.2 He was born in Baghdad in 1040 
and died there in 1119. Though perhaps originally a Hanafite, after 
the troubles ensuing on the Seljiq conquest of Baghdad in 1055 he 
became a Hanbalite, apparently as a result of the patronage of the 
influential Hanbalite merchant Aba-Manstir ibn-Ytsuf. He studied 
under Abti-Ya‘la until the latter’s death in 1066, but he had broad 
interests and names twenty-two other teachers (only one a Hanbal- 
ite) under whom he studied a variety of subjects. For a time he was 
attracted to Mu'tazilism, like some other scholars who were Hanafite 
in jurisprudence, and he was also interested in the controversial sifi 
al-Hallaj. | 

In 1066 Abu-Mansir was instrumental in having Ibn-‘Aqil ap- 
pointed to succeed Abt- Ya ‘la in the chair of jurisprudence in the jami‘, 
‘cathedral-mosque’, of al-Manstr. This appointment at the early age 
of 26 incurred the resentment of other scholars, not least the Sharif 
Abi-Ja‘far; and after the death of AbU-Mansiir some two years later 
the Sharif accused Ibn-‘Aqil of holding heretical Mu'‘tazilite views 
and writing in defence of al-Hallaj. Ibn-‘Aqil was fortunate in finding 
another Hanbalite merchant as protector, but had to avoid appearing 
in public for some years. Then in September 1072 under obscure 
circumstances the issue was raised again, and Ibn-‘Aqil was forced to 
make a public retractation before the Sharif Abi-Ja ‘far and five offi- 
cial public witnesses. Through the centuries there has been much 
discussion of the sincerity of this retractation. So far as Mu ‘tazilism 
goes, it is likely that he was wholly sincere, since there is no evidence 
of his having adopted any Mu'‘tazilite doctrines. On the other hand, 
he was influenced by the Mu'tazilite spirit of free enquiry, and per- 
haps also by the methodology. This last point gains some support 
from the recent discovery of elements of Kalam in the writings of his 
teacher Abu-Ya‘la; but it is difficult to be certain since Ibn-‘Aqil’s 
works on theology are lost. With regard to al-Hallaj the position is 
less clear; the Hanbalite school as a whole did not condemn al-Hallaj 
and Ibn-‘Aqil’s writing about him was apparently not destroyed. 

Even after his reconciliation with the Sharif he lived quietly 
until the latter’s death in 1077, though he may have given a few 
sermons in his own mosque. Then gradually he seems to have taken 
up again the work of teaching, and the names of several of his pupils 
are recorded. It is not known whether he continued to teach until the 
end of his life. He himself, however, describes his feeling that there 
were no great scholars left, and this saddened him. His sorrow was 
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increased by the death of his sons, the elder aged 14 in 1095 and the 
younger aged 29 in 1116. He did not complain, but longed for death 
and was constantly meditating on the life to come. 

The most important of his extant works is the single surviving 
volume of Kitab al-funitin, a gigantic work said to have comprised a 
hundred or even several hundred volumes. The title means ‘The Book 
of (all) Sorts (of Knowledge)’, and the work consists of the author’s 
thoughts on a great variety of topics, from all the fields of knowledge 
in which he was interested. He apparently set down his thoughts as 
they came to him and not in any order, but he writes with literary 
grace, whether the topic occupies only a few lines or extends to a page 
or two. Clearly he was a very gifted man who may rightly be described 
as ‘standing at the head of the progressive movement within Sunni 
traditionalism’. 

In the following half-century or so two Hanbalite scholars be- 
came prominent. One was Ibn-Hubayra (d.1165), who as vizier to 
the caliphs al-Mugqtafi (1136-60) and al-Mustanjid (1160-70) con- 
tributed to the ‘restauration sunnite’, and founded a madrasa in 
Baghdad for the teaching of Hanbalite jurisprudence.’ The other, 
‘Abd-al-Qadir al-Jili or al-Jilani (d.1166], is chiefly known as a siifi 
saint, but was also a theologian, and his chief work al-Ghunya in- 
cludes a theological treatise and a short creed." 

(3) The last century of the ‘Abbdsids, 1157-1258. Before the 
death of Sanjar, the last of the Great Seljuqs, in 1157 the dynasty had 
lost effective control of most of Iraq, and rule was shared by a number 
of minor dynasties. In Egypt Fatimid power had been ended and 
nominal ‘Abbasid suzerainty restored in 1171 by the great Saladin 
(Salah-ad-din), founder of the Ayyubid dynasty. The absence of a 
strong ruler in Iraq enabled the ‘Abbasid caliphs of the early thir- 
teenth century to recover a measure of power and influence, and 
many Hanbalites were associated with them, though none is out- 
standing. 

The scholar most worthy of mention is the polymath, Ibn-al- 
Jawzi (1116—1200}, who lived mainly in Baghdad.?2 Over a hundred of 
his works survive, some admittedly short, and he is said to have 
written several hundreds more. He was brought into the service of the 
caliphs by the vizier Ibn-Hubayra, and became prominent as a 
preacher under al-Mustanjid and still more under his successor al- 
Mustadr (1170-80). For a time he was also the senior professor at five 
madrasas. The next caliph, an-Nasir (1180-1225 }, was less closely 
associated with the Hanbalites, and in 1194 Ibn-al-Jawzi, who had 
been critical of his policies, was exiled to Wa4sit in Iraq, where he 
remained under house-arrest for five years, and was released only 
shortly before his death. His most important works are reckoned to 
be a history and a group of laudatory biographies of leading religious 
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figures of early Islam. In theology he is noted for a polemical work 
entitled Talbis Iblis, ‘the confusing of the Devil’, in which he at- 
tacked not only sects such as the Khiarijites and the various branches 
of Shi‘ism but also schools and individuals within Sunnism whom he 
considered to have held heretical views, such as the Ash‘arites, in- 
cluding al-Ghaz4li, and the siifis. A son, Muhyi-d-din ibn-al-Jawzi, 
who perished in the sack of Baghdad by the Mongols, was both a 
distinguished scholar and the founder of a madrasa in Damascus, the 
Jawziyya. A daughter’s son, known as Sibt ibn-al-Jawzi, ‘the grandson 
of Ibn-al-Jawzi’ (d.1256), settled in Damascus and became well- 
known as a preacher and historian, but abandoned Hanbalism for 
Hanafism. 

Long before 1258 Hanbalism had established itself in other 
centres than Baghdad. In Ispahan there was a group, of which a father 
and son, both known as Ibn-Manda, were prominent members ; they 
died in 1005 and 1077 respectively. There were Hanbalites as far east 
as Herat in Afghanistan, though the most famous there, Al-Ansari 
al-Harawi {1005-89}, gained his fame through a work on Sifism.™ 
It was above all in Damascus, however, that Hanbalism took root. 
There appears to have been a Hanbalite professor there before 945, but 
it was especially in the later eleventh century that the school became 
established in Syria and Palestine through the efforts of Abi-|-Faraj 
ash-Shirazi (d.1094}, who had been a pupil of Abiai-Ya‘la in Baghdad. 
He had a son, also a scholar, who wrote a refutation of Ash‘arism, but 
is best known as the founder of the first Hanbalite madrasa in 
Damascus, the Hanbaliyya.14* Two other Damascene families also 
produced a succession of scholars, the Bani Munajja and the Banu 
Qudama. The best known of these was possibly Muwaftaq-ad-din 
ibn-Qudama (d.1223}], who wrote a long treatise on jurisprudence 
which was much commented on and is still highly esteemed. An- 
other book, sometimes called a refutation of Ibn-‘Aqil, is a critique of 
Kalam ,; there is an edition and English translation by George Makdisi 
with the title ‘Ibn Qudama’s Censure of Speculative Theology’.15 

The existence of this strong group of Hanbalites in Damascus 
meant that after the sack of Baghdad by the Mongols leadership in the 
Hanbalite school fell to the scholars of Damascus. 


( b) the Maturidites 

The Maturidites are closely identified with the Hanafite schools of 
jurisprudence, and, though there are biographical dictionaries of 
Hanafites, the information given is meagre. Since, too, there has been 
no extensive study of Maturidite theological works, all that is pos- 
sible here is to give brief notices of one or two leading figures. 

Al-Hakim as-Samargandi (d.953) was a pupil of al-Maturidi, 
though possibly not much younger, and became qddi of Samargand.*® 
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His theological work with the short title As-Sawdd al-a‘zam gets this 
from a version of the Hadith about the seventy-three sects in which 
al-firga an-ndjiya, ‘the saved sect’, is replaced by as-saw4dd al-a‘zam, 
‘the greater number’. Al-Hakim here expounds sixty-two articles of 
belief which he holds must be accepted by all who belong to as-sawdd 
al-a‘zam. 

Abi-l-Layth as-Samarqandi—no relative of the above—studied 
with his father in Samarqand and with other teachers both there and 
in Balkh.!7 He also taught in both places, His death is assigned to 
various years between 983 and 1003. About two dozen of his works 
are extant, Some in numerous manuscripts, a fact which shows his 
high reputation. Among these works are a commentary on the Qur’4n 
and various books of a juristic or parenetic character. A short ‘Agida, 
‘creed’, composed in the form of question and answer, is still widely 
used throughout the Islamic world, especially in Malaysia and Indo- 
nesia. To him is sometimes attributed Sharh al-figh al-akbar, which 
is a commentary on the creed ascribed to Aba-Hanifa and known as 
Al-Figh al-akbar I. The work mentions the Ash‘arites as a group, 
however, and since, as noted above, it is doubtful if they constituted a 
group much before the year 1000, it is more likely that the work is by 
a pupil of Aba-l-Layth, though he may have been repeating the 
master’s lectures. 

Abia-l-Yusr al-Pazdawi (c.1030—1100) belonged to a family of 
scholars, his great-grandfather having been a pupil of al-Maturidi.'® 
He probably spent most of his life in Bukhara, but was gadi of Samar- 
qand for a period round about 1088. In his book Usul ad-din, ‘the prin- 
ciples of religion’, he discusses 96 points of doctrine, giving the Han- 
afite-Maturidite position on each, and then divergent views and refu- 
tations of these. The views are those of Mu‘tazilites and other theo- 
logians of the ‘classical’ period prior to al-Ash‘ari, together with those 
of al-Ash‘ari himself, the Ash‘arites, the Karramites and the ‘philo- 
sophers’. In the case of these three groups no individual names are 
mentioned. It is noteworthy that the ‘philosophers’ are mentioned 
and argued against, but al-Ghazali would doubtless have found the 
arguments unsatisfactory. A pupil of his, Najm-ad-din Aba-Hafs an- 
Nasafi (1068-1142), composed a short creed, Al-‘Aqd'id, which has 
been the subject of many commentaries and supercommentaries. 19 

Other Maturidites who composed creeds which have attracted 
attention were Abii-Mu ‘in an-Nasafi (d.r1r15 }?° and al-Ushi, who is 
associated with the region of Ferghana on the Jaxartes, and whose 
creed, composed about 1173, is a poem of sixty-six lines.?1 There is 
obviously much work still to be done on the Maturidites, but from 
these brief descriptions it would appear that, despite their interest in 
rational argument in theology, they achieved nothing comparable to 
the developments among the Ash‘arites. 
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(c) the Mu'tazilites 


Before 850 many, perhaps most, Mu'tazilites had Shi‘ite sympathies 
in some form. After 850, however, their doctrines were less relevant 
to actual politics and their influence with the caliphal government 
declined, so that Mu‘tazilism became a purely theological doctrine, 
separate from both politics and jurisprudence. Many Mu'tazilites 
were Hanafites or Shafi‘ites in law, and some were Imémites or 
Zaydites in politics. Since the Buwayhid sultans favoured Imamite 
Shi‘ism and also to some extent Mu‘tazilism, this may have encour- 
aged the move towards Shi‘ism. Most Mu'tazilites, however, accep- 
ted some form of Sunnism, and so may now be reckoned among the 
Sunnite theologians. 

The earliest in date of those to be mentioned is something of an 
exception. The Sahib Ibn-‘Abbad (938-95 }, often referred to simply 
as the Sahib, was the son of a Buwayhid official, and himself spent his 
life in the service of various Buwayhid princes, rising (about 979} to 
be vizier in Rayy for the surrounding region.2? Despite this involve- 
ment in administrative duties he also distinguished himself as both a 
scholar and a man of letters. His numerous books range from the 
fields of theology, history, philosophy and literary criticism to poetry 
and belles-lettres ; and he was also a patron of art and literature. In his 
theological books he expounds Mu'‘tazilite doctrine on the basis of 
the ‘five principles’ (pp.48—52 above}. Later Imamites claimed that 
the Sahib was one of them, and the Qadi ‘Abd-al-Jabbar asserts that he 
was a Rafidite, which amounts to the same thing; and this is in line 
with some of his own statements, and would not be surprising since 
he was working for the Buwayhids. Other statements of his, however, 
suggest that he was a Zaydite; and this may also have been true fora 
time. 

The Qadi ‘Abd-al-Jabbdr (c.93 51025 ) was the leading Mu ‘tazil- 
ite of his time.?3 Though he was highly thought of by his contempo- 
raries, little attention was paid to him by recent scholars until after 
I950~—1, when a team of Egyptian scholars discovered in a mosque in 
Sanaa (Yemen) the greater part of his enormous dogmatic work, 
Al-Mughni. This discovery, followed by that of most of the remaining 
parts of the work, has led to widespread interest in his thought. After 
studying in Hamadhan he went to Basra where under the influence of 
a Mu‘tazilite teacher he changed to Mu'tazilism from the Ash‘arism 
he had hitherto professed, though in law he remained a Shafi ‘ite. He 
then continued his Mu'tazilite studies in Baghdad. Political factors 
may have contributed to his change of allegiance, for it is known that 
at some date after 970 the Sahib, then vizier in Rayy, invited him to 
take up a post there, and then about 978 promoted him to be chief 
qadi of the region. He lost this post, at least for a time, on the death of 
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the Sahib, but nothing is known of his life after that point. 

Since the discovery and publication of the Mughni, others of his 
works (previously known} have been published, notably Sharh al- 
ustl al-khamsa, ‘The Exposition of the Five Principles’, which is a 
one-volume compendium of Mu'tazilite theology. The great value of 
these works of ‘Abd-al-Jabbar is that they are the earliest complete 
Mutazilite treatises. Scholars were already familiar with the outlines 
of Mu'tazilite doctrine, but they now have it in fuller detail and can 
appreciate the arguments by which it was supported. George F. Hour- 
ani, for example, has shown that, although ‘Abd-al-Jabbar did not 
think of philosophical ethics as a subject of study, he and his pre- 
decessors had reflected on the questions involved, so that from his 
works a fairly complete system can be constructed that is not unlike 
modern British intuitionism. 

The general character of the works of ‘Abd-al-Jabbar and his style 
of argumentation are similar to those of Ash‘arites such as al-Baqil- 
lani and al-Juwayni. Beliefs differing from his own are mentioned and 
argued against. Sometimes the views are given anonymously, but 
frequently they are those of earlier Mu'‘tazilites, who are named, 
while other opponents are named occasionally. Al-Ash‘ari is men- 
tioned by name, but only rarely, whereas the group holding views of 
an Ash‘arite type are normally called the Kullabites, which seems to 
indicate that al-Ash‘ari was not yet recognized everywhere as epo- 
nym of the school. The ‘philosophers’ are sometimes mentioned, but 
there is no sign of any adoption of philosophical ideas beyond what 
had been done by the Ash‘arites prior to al-Ghazali. Much further 
study, however, is still required. 

One of the Qadi’s prominent pupils was Abi-l-Husayn al-Basri 
(d.1044}, both a Hanafite jurist and a theologian who criticized, 
among others, the Imamites and the followers of Aba-Hashim.?* A 
more important pupil, however, was Abi-Rashid (d.1068?).75 For a 
time he had a ‘circle’ (halga) in Nishapur for the discussion of 
questions of Kalam ; but when the Qadi died or retired, he succeeded 
him as head of the Mu'tazilite school of Baghdad. His chief work dealt 
with the points in dispute between the Mu'tazilite schools of Basra 
and Baghdad, and his treatment in it of philosophical conceptions 
attracted some Western scholars about the beginning of this century; 
but his study of philosophy was not so thorough as that of al-Ghazali. 
Like the Qadi he is said to have been originally an Ash‘arite in 
theology. 

Az-Zamakhshari (1075-1144) was born in the province of Khwa- 
razm, but travelled for the purpose of study to Baghdad and Mecca 
among other places.2 After many years in Mecca he returned to 
Khwarazm. Though of Persian stock he became the foremost authori- 
ty of the day on most of the philological disciplines connected with 


107 


THE SECOND WAVE OF HELLENISM 


the Arabic language, and wrote a number of important books. Chief 
among these is his commentary on the Qur'an, the Kashshdf, which, 
because of the soundness and extent of his philological knowledge, 
remains one of the outstanding Qur’4nic commentaries. In theology 
he accepted the Mu'tazilite views at that time predominant in Khwa- 
razm, but these affected his interpretations of only a small number of 
verses. Some mainstream Sunnites avoided the Kashshdaf because of 
this, but such was its philological excellence that it was widely 
studied and in many respects followed even by those who disap- 
proved of Mu'tazilite views. In law he is claimed for the Hanafite 
school. At one time, either because of an accident or after frost-bite, 
he had had to have a foot amputated and replaced by a wooden one; 
and ever after he seems to have remained very conscious of this 
disability.” 

After this brief account of the more prominent later Mu'tazilites 
the question may be considered whether they represent a new cre- 
ative period in the history of the school and of Islamic thought, or 
whether it is correct to think of the ‘classical’ period as ending with 
Abu-Hashim. Goldziher in studying the influence of the Mu'tazilites 
on Fakhr-ad-din ar-Razi showed the continuing strength of the school, 
and George Hourani has claimed that the work of ‘Abd-al-Jabbar 
proves that Mu‘tazilism was ‘still a living and slightly growing 
school’. Yet, though there are creative aspects in ‘Abd-al-Jabbar, it is 
doubtful if the school was contributing much to Islamic thought in 
general. It is not only modern Western scholars who have neglected 
the Mu'‘tazilites after Aba-Hashim. In the twelfth century ash-Shah- 
rastani speaks of ‘Abd-al-Jabbar and Abi-l-Husayn al-Basri as muta’- 
akhkhirin, ‘epigons’, of the Mu‘tazilites, and does not regard their 
views as sufficiently distinctive to justify separate treatment (though 
in his Nihdya he mentions views of Abi-l-Husayn on five occasions}. 
On the whole, then, there is good reason for taking the period up to 
Aba-Hashim as the ‘classical’ period of Mu‘tazilism and of Islamic 
thought generally. 

In effect what the Mu'tazilites were doing after 850 was to 
elaborate arguments to defend doctrines which had been decisively 
rejected by most of the Muslim community and were unlikely to be 
again accepted. They showed great ingenuity and subtlety in their 
arguments, but they made little impression. Other Sunnites mostly 
neglected them, and it was only among Im4mites and Zaydites that 
interest was shown. The Mu'tazilite doctrine of the createdness of 
the Qur'an made it possible to place the imam above the Qur4n (and 
its interpreters, the ulema}; and this fitted in well with the core of 
Shi‘ite belief. This was why the Mu'tazilites had considerable influ- 
ence on the Imamites and Zaydites, though, as the Shi‘ite theologians 
became familiar with the methods of Kalam, they ceased to be de- 
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pendent on the Mu'tazilites. Perhaps the most important achieve- 
ment of the epigons was to preserve Kalam in such a form that it could 
be accepted by Imamites and Zaydites. 


(d) minor schools 


In eastern Iran and Afghanistan from the tenth century to the twelfth 
some importance attached to the Karramites, who have already been 
mentioned once or twice.?8 Less important were their centres in 
Jerusalem and Fustat (Old Cairo}. The heresiographers mention a 
number of subdivisions, but virtually nothing is known of these 
except the names. Of the writings of the Karramites apparently only 
one slight work has been preserved, so that the reconstruction of their 
views and those of their founder, Ibn-Karram, has to be based on the 
statements of opponents. Where they were strong they often aroused 
violent opposition. For a time they had the support of the sultan 
Mahmud of Ghazna, but he withdrew his support about 1012. The 
fullest information about them comes from Nishapur, where under 
the leadership of the Mahmashadh family they had many followers. 
Despite our limited knowledge of them it appears that they played an 
important role in spreading a moderate form of Sunnite Kalam in the 
eastern part of the ‘Abbasid caliphate. 

The Sdlimites were siifis more than theologians, but some of 
their teaching attracted theological criticism, though only from Han- 
balites, it would seem.?? Among the leading members of the school 
were Abu-Talib al-Makki (d.990), author of an influential work called 
Qut al-quliib, ‘the food of the hearts’, and Ibn-Barrajan (d.1 141], 
whose stifi commentary on the Qur4n is partly extant.3! It is possible 
that the heretical assertions in Quit al-quliib have been removed from 
the text as we have it; but in any case it is difficult to derive theo- 
logical doctrine from a work of spirituality or a stifistic Qur 4n-com- 
mentary. Thus the theological views of the Salimites have to be 
reconstructed mainly from the statements of Hanbalite opponents. 
Abu-Ya‘la in one of his works lists sixteen false doctrines held by 
them, and ‘Abd-al-Qadir al-Jilani repeats ten of these. The first to call 
attention to the Salimites was Ignaz Goldziher, and they were later 
studied to some depth by Louis Massignon because they were among 
the first to hold that al-Hallaj was not heretical. Henri Laoust was 
aware of their influence on [bn-Taymiyya through Aba-TAalib al- 
Makki. | 
Some of the assertions listed by Abi-Ya‘la appear to be trivial: 
Iblis (Satan), after his refusal to prostrate himself before Adam (Sura 
7.11, etc.}, did so when asked a second time; Moses prided himself on | 
having been spoken to by God, and then was shown a thousand 
mountains with a Moses on each. These may make more sense, how- 
ever, when seen in context and not taken in isolation. The more com- 
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prehensible assertions are the following. God creates unceasingly, 
and so he is everywhere equally present. When someone recites the 
Qur'an, it is God who is heard speaking. God has a will (mashi a} 
which is uncreated, whereas his particular volitions (irdddat) are 
created. His volitions concerning the faults of the creatures foresee 
these as in them (bi-him) but not as coming from them (min-hum). 
On the Day of Judgement God will show himself to all creatures, jinn, 
men, angels and animals, in a form appropriate to each, so that each 
will acknowledge his significance. God has a sirr, ‘secret nature’, and 
the same is true of prophets, scholars and indeed of everyone; and for 
the believer mystical union consists in becoming aware of the divine 
‘T’ in himself to the extent to which it has been given him from all 
eternity; God’s sirr is sirr ar-rububiyya, ‘the secret of sovereignty’. 
The human soul continues to exist in the period between death and 
the Last Day. 

The Salimites were not far from conservative and traditional 
orthodoxy, but they allowed themselves some freedom in their theo- 
logical speculations on the basis of their mystical experiences. It was 
this freedom which both roused opposition and gave them influence. 
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN 


THEOLOGY AND PHILOSOPHY IN 
THE ISLAMIC WEST 


The Islamic West is a convenient term to designate Islamic Spain and 
North Africa, which are referred to in Arabic as the Maghrib or ‘West’. 
Nearly the whole of Spain was conquered by the Arabs in the early 
eighth century and became a province of the Umayyad caliphate. 
Shortly after the overthrow of the Umayyads by the ‘Abbasids in 750 
a young Umayyad prince, who had managed to escape from the 
‘Abbasids, became independent ruler of the province of al-Andalus or 
Spain. The Umayyads maintained their rule in Spain until 1031. 
From then until 1090 over a dozen petty dynasties, the reyes de taifas, 
each controlled a small territory. From the middle of the eleventh to 
the middle of the thirteenth century north-west Africa was domin- 
ated in succession by two great Islamic empires ruled by Berber 
dynasties, the Almoravids and the Almohads (in Arabic al-Murabittin 
and al-Muwahhidun}. Both began as movements of religious revival 
or reform among young men, then later gained political power. The 
Almoravid empire at its greatest extent stretched from Senegal to 
Algiers, and from 1ogo included nearly all Islamic Spain, which had 
asked the Almoravids for help against the Christian Reconquista. 
Between 1120and 1150 the Almohads conquered most of this empire 
and even extended it to include Tunisia. As the Almohads in turn 
declined the Christians recovered Spain apart from the small sultan- 
ate of Granada, which maintained itself until 1492. The Almohad 
dynasty came to an end in Africa in 1269. 

The culture of the Islamic West was continuous with that of the 
heartlands in many important respects. The relationship is not un- 
like that of the culture of Australia, Canada and the earlier America 
to British culture. It was usually possible for Muslim scholars to 
travel from the Maghrib to the eastern intellectual centres, at least as 
far as Baghdad, and many did so. A few scholars came from the east 
and settled in Spain. Contributions were made in Spain to the ad- 
vancement of Islamic humanistic and religious studies. In its greatest 
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periods Moorish culture is reputed to have had a brilliance compar- 
able to that of Baghdad, but one wonders how much of this brilliance 
was outward and materialistic. Was there genuine spiritual vitality, 
or was the Islamic religion merely the framework of a largely secular 
way of life? Was there any attempt to adapt the general forms of 
Islamic culture to the special situation of the Spanish Muslims? 
Until these and similar questions have been more fully investigated, 
no more than a preliminary orientation can be given of the place of 
theology and philosophy in the intellectual life of the Islamic West. 

The one outstanding theologian of Islamic Spain was Ibn-Hazm 
(c.993—1064}, europeanized as Abenhazam.! His family is thought to 
have been an old Christian Spanish one which had adopted Islam. His 
father rose to the position of vizier in Cordova, but this involved him 
in the troubles following a breakdown of government in 1008, and he 
met his death in 1012. The young Ibn-Hazm suffered in the confusion 
of these years, but that did not prevent him taking up an adminis- 
trative career, and becoming vizier to two or even three of the power- 
less and short-lived Umayyad rulers of the next decades. He had 
several spells in prison. After the disappearance of the last Umayyad 
in 1031 he went into semi-retirement and devoted himself to intel- 
lectual work. He was a many-sided scholar and wrote books in many 
different fields, his best-known one being Tawg al-hamdma, ‘The 
Ring of the Dove’, which is about love and lovers, and has been 
translated into at least five European languages. This was his first 
prose work, written about 1022, and, though the genre was already 
established in Arabic literature, Ibn-Hazm managed to show some 
originality. | 

His studies in Cordova had of course included jurisprudence, but 
he was dissatisfied with the Malikite school dominant in al-Andalus 
and, after following the Shdafi‘ites for a time, eventually found his 
spiritual home in the Zahirite school. This is a minor school which 
has died out. The name is derived from its principle that the state- 
ments of the Qur’an and the Hadith are to be taken in their literal or 
outward sense (zdhir) and not in an inward or esoteric sense ( bdatin). 
While previous Zahirites had applied the principle only to legal 
matters, and had held various views in theology, Ibn-Hazm attempted 
to apply it also in points of dogma, and so to bring law and theology 
together in a single intellectual structure. Indeed his coherent metho- 
dology also included grammar, as was shown by Roger Amaldez’ 
careful and detailed study. 

Ibn-Hazm was very conscious of the way in which an individual’s 
subjective motivations may cause his statements and interpretations 
to deviate from strict truth. He was trying to present a view of human 
life based solely on the objective divine revelation, the zdhir, and 
excluding everything subjective. This was the coherent elaboration 
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of a religious intuition with deep roots in the Muslim soul—the 
intuition which finds expression in the traditional view that the 
Qur’an was in no way influenced by Muhammad’s personality but 
was brought to him from outside himself {from God} by an angel. 
There is something of the same objectivity in the act which is the 
climax of Muslim worship, the act of sujiid or touching the ground 
with the forehead in the formal prayers, in total submission of one’s 
humanity to the omnipotence of God. It is therefore not surprising 
that Ibn-Hazm had considerable influence in the Islamic West, even 
though he had no followers. His theological views were not taken up 
by other Zahirites, but something of his outlook is to be found in later 
writers of the region, even when their general position is very differ- 
ent from his. His views in detail were not unlike those of the Hanbal- 
ites. Like them he attacked giyds, ‘argument from analogy’, and 
insisted that the choice of the ground of comparison on which the 
analogy was based was necessarily subjective. There is a short state- 
ment of his doctrinal beliefs in the chapter on tawhid, ‘the unity { of 
God)’, in his legal work Kitab al-Muhalld. 

His most important theological work is not a comprehensive 
treatise like those of the Ash‘arites, but takes the form of a ‘critical 
history of religious ideas’. The short title is Kitab al-fisal. He seems 
to have conceived it primarily as a dogmatic work, but it is in part a 
heresiography, describing the views of the Islamic sects briefly and 
then giving in full the reasons for rejecting these views. It also deals 
with other religions, notably Christianity, in the same way. This last 
feature, which led the Spanish Islamist Miguel Asin Palacios to speak 
of Ibn-Hazm as ‘the first historian of religious ideas’, is perhaps due to 
the conditions of inter-religious contact in Spain. He was particularly 
bitter in his attacks on the Ash‘arites and their doctrine of the divine 
attributes, for he regarded their use of ‘analogical’ reasoning in re- 
spect of this topic as a subjective element. He seemed to treat them 
more harshly than he did the Mu'tazilites. He himself aimed at 
avoiding both anthropomorphism and metaphorical interpretation, 
and in this he came close to the Hanbalite conception of balkafiyya, 
‘amodality’ ; in discussing various items in the descriptions of heaven 
and hell he said ‘we believe in them, but do not know how (kayfa) 
they are’. 

Of less importance, but still of some interest is Aba-Bakr ibn-al- 
‘Arabi (1076—1148 }.2 He set out from Seville in 1092 on a journey to 
the east with his father. He studied in Damascus and Baghdad, made 
the pilgrimage to Mecca in November/December 1096, returned to 
Baghdad, and then went with his father to study Hadith in Cairo and 
Alexandria. On his father’s death in 1099 he returned to Seville, 
where he was held in high esteem, perhaps chiefly for his knowledge 
of Hadith. He attended lectures by al-Ghazali, probably between 1093 
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and 1095 before he abandoned his professorship; but he also recorded 
having seen him again in Baghdad in May/June 1097. It is only 
recently that scholars have become aware of his views on Kalam 
through realizing that he and not Muhyi-d-din ibn-al-‘Arabi was the 
author of ‘Awdsim al-qawdsim, a work which roughly follows the 
Ash‘arite school and includes a vigorous attack on Ibn-Hazm. For a 
time Abu-Bakr ibn-al-‘Arabi was chief gadi of Seville, but after Seville 
was taken over by the Almohads in 1145 he was removed to Marra- 
kesh and imprisoned for a time, but died on a journey to Fez. 

The theology of Ibn-Tamart (c. 1080—c.1130}3 would hardly be 
worthy of mention had it not become the official theology of the 
Almohad empire. He was bor in North Africa of Berber stock and 
about 1106 or 1107 studied in Cordova for a year. Then he went east 
to Alexandria, Mecca and Baghdad. There are stories of his meeting 
with al-Ghazali, but these are almost certainly apocryphal, since after 
July 1106 al-Ghazali was in Nishapur or Tis and there is no sugges- 
tion that Ibn-Taimart went further east than Baghdad. He did, how- 
ever, come under Ash‘arite influence and his interest in philosophy 
may have owed something to the books of al-Ghazali. While in Spain 
he probably became familiar with the ideas of Ibn-Hazm. He is often 
spoken of as having spread Ash‘arite views in the West, but he was 
not a consistent Ash‘arite, being apparently chiefly concerned to 
attack anthropomorphism. His conception of God depends more on 
philosophy than on revelation, since by emphasizing tawhid, ‘unity’ 
—the noun corresponding to the participle muwahhidin, Almohads 
—he ascribed to God a bare abstract unity. It is curious that in this 
point he seems to agree with Ibn-Hazm in rejecting the Ash‘arite view 
of the divine attributes. 

His visit to the East is said to have inspired him with a plan for 
the reform of the West, so that he began preaching in the boat in 
which he made the return journey (about 1116 or 1117). He had to 
move from centre to centre, however, since by temperament he was 
prone to stir up opposition. Eventually he found supporters among 
the Berbers of the Masmiida and other tribes. About 1121 he publicly 
claimed to be the Mahdi, the expected ‘guided one’, who as a kind of 
Messiah would set everything right. Though he gained many adher- 
ents, his movement had little political or military success against the 
Almoravids up to the time of his death (about 1130}. In 1132, how- 
ever, ‘Abd-al-Mu'’min, a man with great administrative and military 
gifts, who had met Ibn-Timart in Bougie {in eastern Algeria) on the 
way back from the East and had become a follower, took control of 
the Almohad movement. By 1147 he had destroyed the Almoravid 
power in North Africa and then extended his sway over Islamic Spain, 
where he even recovered some territory from the Christians. 

A potent factor in the replacement of the Almoravids by the 
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Almohads was doubtless the hostility of some Berber tribes for those 
other Berber tribes that supported the Almoravids; but the religious 
teaching of Ibn-Tamart gave a focus to this hostility, even though his 
own primary interest was in religious reform. Though the idea of the 
Mahdi has close associations with Shi‘ism, it was also popular with 
Sunnites from an early date. In the Almohad movement, however, its 
ready acceptance and its importance depended on the innate need of 
the Berbers for a divinely inspired or otherwise superhuman leader— 
a need witnessed to by the popular cults of Marabouts or holy men. It 
is interesting, too, that Ibn-Timart had composed books of instruc- 
tion for his followers in the Berber language and had also used it in the 
call to prayer. The Almoravids he denounced as anthropomorphists, 
and spoke of fighting against them as jihdd, ‘holy war’. 

While the Almohad movement did not itself contribute much to 
the general course of Islamic thought, it provided a tolerant environ- 
ment for the great flowering of philosophy linked with the names of 
Ibn-Tufayl and Averroes. There had previously been one or two 
distinguished exponents of philosophy in Spain. It was said to have 
been introduced by Abenmasarra {Ibn-Masarra } ( 883—931), the son of 
an immigrant from the East, who combined Mu‘tazilite views with 
ideas from Empedocles and the pseudo-Empedocles.* An ascetic and 
mystic, he had many pupils, but because of the opposition of the 
jurists could teach only in an isolated hermitage. After him the next 
philosopher of note was Avempace (Ibn-Bajja) (d.1138).5 Although he 
was vizier to the Almoravid governor of Saragossa, his philosophy 
was an ethical protest against the materialistic outlook and the 
worldliness of the upper classes of the day. The individual who has 
seen the folly and the wrongness of the prevailing attitude must keep 
himself aloof from it, at least in his thinking, by withdrawing into an 
intellectual isolation. In accordance with this viewpoint he called his 
chief work The Rule of the Solitary. Although the main underlying 
motive was probably this moral one, the conclusions are worked out 
in terms of a very thorough analysis of the human mind and human 
thinking, and this analysis has been of great interest and value to 
subsequent philosophers. 

A young admirer of Avempace, though, despite the statements of 
some biographers, not an actual pupil, was Ibn-Tufayl (c.1105—85], 
known in medieval times as Abubacer from his kunya, ‘father-name’, 
Abt-Bakr.® Born in the small town of Guadix north-east of Granada, 
he served in various administrative posts and finally became court- 
physician and vizier of the Almohad prince Abt-Ya ‘qub Yasuf (1163- 
84). His chief work is the romance of Hayy ibn-Yaqzadn (‘Alive son of 
Awake’), perhaps the most charming of all philosophical works in 
Arabic, and reminiscent in some ways of Plato. 

The story of Hayy is that of a baby cast adrift in a box (or 
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produced by spontaneous generation), who is brought up by a gazelle 
on an uninhabited island, and who, by the use of his reason, works out 
a complete philosophical religion for himself, which is crowned by 
the experience of mystical ecstasy. Eventually there comes to Hayy’s 
island a young man called Asal from a neighbouring island who has 
been brought up in the traditional religion but is inclined to meta- 
phorical interpretation and to esoteric and spiritual meanings, and 
who now wants to devote himself entirely in solitude to the worship 
of God. When he and Hayy meet, they find that his spiritualized form 
of the traditional religion and Hayy’s philosophical religion are really 
the same. Asal tells Hayy of the island he has come from, where a 
friend of his Salam4n is ruler, who follows the literal meaning (Zahir) 
and. avoids metaphorical interpretation. They go to the inhabited 
island and Hayy tries to instruct the ordinary people in his philo- 
sophical religion, but gives up in despair when he finds that their 
intellects are incapable of understanding it. In the end Hayy and Asal 
return to the uninhabited island to spend their days in worship. 

This is obviously a defence of the position of philosophy in the 
life of the Almohad state. Hayy stands for pure philosophy, Asal for 
philosophical theology—possibly for that of Ibn-Tiimart—and Sala- 
man for the religion of the ordinary people and probably also of the 
Malikite jurists. What is interesting here is the abandonment of the 
claim of the earlier philosophers like al-Farabi that philosophy was 
necessary for the proper ordering of the state. For Ibn-Tufay] philo- 
sophy is seen to be incapable of directing the lives of the inhabitants 
of the state. It can lead a few selected individuals to the highest 
felicity, but to reach this they must retire from active life. In other 
words the summum bonum of the philosopher has become mystical 
ecstasy. 

It is interesting to compare this attitude of Ibn-Tufayl with that 
of his younger friend Averroes or Ibn-Rushd (1126—98}.”? The latter 
came of a family of jurists, his grandfather being specially well 
known. He himself also received a legal training, and spent much of 
his life as judge in Seville and Cordova. He was well versed in the 
Greek sciences and for a short time (in 1182) followed his friend 
Ibn-Tufayl as physician at the Almohad court. The story is told in 
detail of how he was first introduced by Ibn-Tufayl to the Almohad 
prince Abu-Ya‘qub Yusuf possibly in 1153 (before he came to the 
throne). The prince asked him whether the philosophers considered 
the heavens created-in-time or eternal, but out of fear he excused 
himself and denied his study of philosophy. The prince then turned to 
the older man and spoke of the views of Plato, Aristotle and other 
philosophers and of the refutation of them by the theologians; and 
thereupon Averroes took courage and spoke to him freely, and re- 
tained his friendship and support until the prince’s death in 1084. His 
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fears were not entirely groundless, for the next sovereign, when the 
war against the Christian Spaniards was going badly for him and he 
needed the support of the jurists, had to take mild repressive measures 
against Averroes, though he subsequently found him a position in his 
court in Marrakesh. | 

At the centre alike of the life and of the thought of Averroes is the 
conviction that philosophy and revelation are both true. He recon- 
ciled the two in his life, since he was a judge (rising to be chief qadi of 
Cordova) and a writer on Malikite law as well as a philosopher. He 
also gave considerable attention to the intellectual reconciling of the 
two in his philosophical works. Specially important is the essay 
known as Fas! al-Magq4l; the full title may be rendered ‘the decisive 
treatise, determining the nature of the connection (or harmony) 
between religion and philosophy’; but in English, following the hint 
of the latest translator, we might perhaps call it The Harmony of 
Religion and Philosophy. In this essay Averroes bases the discussion 
on the principles that philosophy is true and that the revealed scrip- 
tures are true, and that there cannot therefore be any disharmony 
between them. Most of the essay then consists in showing how 
apparent contradictions are to be removed. Philosophy is in general 
true and unalterable, though there may have been mistakes and 
misunderstandings in points of detail; and so the work of reconcili- 
ation has to be effected chiefly through finding harmonious interpret- 
ations of the scriptures. 

The closing section of his book The Inconsistency of the Incon- 
sistency has a succinct expression of his views on the relation of 
philosophy and religion. He does not believe that the philosopher 
should withdraw from active life or eschew popular religion, but that 
he ‘should choose the best religion of his period’; it is assumed that 
this is ‘the one in which he has been brought up’, in short, Islam 
(though this is not explicitly stated). Because of the importance of 
religion for the life of the state the philosopher must accept its 
formulations and explain them. A religion of pure reason Averroes 
thinks inferior to the revealed religions when philosophically under- 
stood. All this shows that he has a full understanding of the place of 
religion in society and polity, and also in the early training even of the 
philosopher. He also saw that the class of religious intellectuals 
would only fulfil their functions adequately when they remained in 
contact with the ordinary people. He seems further to have held that 
part of this function was to criticize contemporary society, and he 
does this very acutely in the course of his commentary on the Repub- 
lic of Plato. 

What has just been said is an indication of the place of Averroes 
in the development of Islamic thought in Spain, but does not touch on 
his importance in the general history of philosophy. His greatness 
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here rests first and foremost on his work as a commentator of Aris- 
totle. He had a profound knowledge of Aristotelian thought, and in 
the commentaries he wrote on many of the works he was able to 
remove some of the Neoplatonic interpretations which had hitherto 
been current in Arabic. His superlative merits were recognized by the 
Christian and Jewish scholars then in Spain, and his commentaries 
were translated into Hebrew and Latin. This was the first main 
introduction of Aristotle to Europe, and was the seed which led to the 
flowering of medieval philosophy in Thomism, even if that was in 
part a reaction to the distortion of Averroes’ teaching by the Latin 
Averroists into the theory of the ‘double truth’. 

Another major philosophical work was The Inconsistency of the 
Inconsistency in which he set out to refute what al-Ghazali had said 
about philosophy in The Inconsistency of the Philosophers. This 
book, which is now available in an excellent English translation, is a 
masterly exposition of Averroes’ faith in the capacity of reason to 
attain to a knowledge of the inner secrets of the world. Yet in some 
respects it was a failure. Averroes had no influence in the Islamic 
world comparable to his influence in Europe. This was not simply 
due to the collapse of Islamic civilization in Spain shortly after his 
death, for his Inconsistency at least was known in the East. More 
important was probably his failure to convince the main body of 
scholarly opinion in Spain and North Africa that there was a place for 
philosophy alongside their rather unphilosophical theology. More- 
over, though he had written against al-Ghazali, he had never had to 
deal with any prominent Ash‘arites in the flesh; thus his arguments 
would be unlikely to convince any Ash‘arites, and yet they were the 
people in the East most sympathetic to philosophy. 

By the end of the twelfth century the Almohad hold on Spain was 
loosening, and by about 1225 they had abandoned it. Despite this 
political crisis and the Christian advance academic studies con- 
tinued. An influential thinker was Muhyi-d-din ibn-al-‘Arabi (1165— 
1240}, who was primarily a sufi but was also interested in theological 
questions.® The speculative scheme which he developed shows pan- 
theistic tendencies, and, though sometimes called a ‘philosophy’, is 
better described as a theosophy. He was born in Murcia, and studied 
in Seville and other cities of Islamic Spain and North Africa until 
1202 when he went on pilgrimage to Mecca. Thereafter he remained 
in the East, chiefly in Konya and Damascus. He has often been called 
‘Ibn-‘Arabi’ by Western scholars to distinguish him from Abw-Bakr 
ibn-al-‘Arabi, but it appears that ‘Ibn-al-‘Arabi’ is the correct form. 

A man who, though also a mystic, had a better claim to the title 
of philosopher was Ibn-Sab ‘in { c.1217—c.1270].9 He spent most of his 
life in Spain or North Africa, constantly involved in quarrels and 
subjected to persecution, but attracting devoted followers mostly 
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from among the humbler people. Some attention has been paid to the 
Answers to Sicilian Questions attributed to him; these were ques- 
tions which the emperor Frederick 11 of Hohenstaufen had asked the 
Almohad sultan of the day to answer. Ibn-Sab‘in is reported to have 
died in Mecca by opening his veins as Stoics had done. 

The consummation of the intellectual efforts of the Islamic West 
came with Ibn-Khaldiin, but he belongs to a later chapter. 
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN 


THE ELABORATION OF SHI'ITE THEOLOGY 


While among the Sunnites the Ash‘arite, Hanbalite and other schools 
of theology were developing in the ways described, something similar 
was taking place in each of the three main branches of Shi‘ism. 


(a) the Imdmites 


After the organization of Imamism in the years following the death of 
the Eleventh Imam in 874, and especially after the proclamation of 
the greater occultation about 940, leadership in the sect fell more and 
more to its scholars. In the early tenth century al-Kulini (d.939) had 
begun to lay the foundations of Imamite law. The systematic elabor- 
ation of Imamite belief, however, was the work of a number of 
scholars through the next century or so.1 The most important were: 

(1) ash-Shaykh as-Sadigq, also known as Ibn-Babawayh ( or -Babii- 
ya) al-Qummi (d.991), son of the shaykh of the Imamites in Qumm, 
who spent some time in Baghdad and finally settled in Rayy, which 
was then under the vizier as-Sahib ibn-‘Abbdd ;? 

(2) ash-Shaykh al-Mufid (947—1022), who was latterly the head 
of the Imamite school of Baghdad and somewhat critical of Ibn-Baba- 
wayh;3 

3) ash-Sharif al-Murtada ‘Alam al-huda (967-1044), a descen- 
dant of the Seventh Imam and nagjib, ‘dean’, of the ‘Alids, who had 
studied under ash-Shaykh al-Mufid and succeeded him as head of the 
school in Baghdad, though he had also studied under non-Shr‘ite 
teachers, including the Qadi ‘Abd-al-Jabbar the Mu'‘tazilite, and had 
come to hold views closer to Mu'‘tazilism than those of al-Mufid ;4 

(4) ash-Shaykh at-Tisi, also known as Shaykh at-T7ifa (995— 
1067), who came from Tis and studied under the two previous 
scholars, then after the expulsion of the Buwayhids from Baghdad in 
1055 went to Najaf, the Shiite shrine in Iraq ;5 

(5) al-Fadl at-Tabarsi {d.1153 or 1157}, who was reckoned the 
leading theologian of his time, but is chiefly remembered for his great 
Qur’4n-commentary.® 
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The beliefs of the Imamites, apart from those about the imamate, 
are similar to those of the Sunnites except in minor details. As Ignaz 
Goldziher emphasized, even the Sunna or example of the Prophet was 
of great importance among the Imamites. At the same time, however, 
they considered that most of the Companions of the Prophet admired 
by the Sunnites (and first transmitters of their Hadith) were unre- 
liable, since they had rejected Muhammad’s designation of ‘Ali to 
succeed him as imam. They therefore made their own collections of 
Hadith, and these normally had the name of one of the Imams or a 
respected Shiite scholar in the chain of transmitters (isnad). 

Eventually what are known as ‘the Four Books’ came to be 
regarded as canonical. These are: al-Kafi fi ‘ilm ad-din, ‘the Suffi- 
ciency for the Science of Religion’, by al-Kulini; Man 14 yahduru-hu 
1-faqih, ‘He who has no lawyer present’, by Ibn-Babawayh ; Tahdhib 
al-ahkam, ‘the Correction of Judgements’, by ash-Shaykh at-Tasi; 
and also by him al-Istibsar fi-m4 ikhtalafa fi-hi ]-akhbar, ‘Examin- 
ation of the Differences in Hadith’. Many of the Hadiths of the 
Imamites are similar to those of the Sunnites, and consequently 
many of their religious practices are similar. Detailed laws, too, are 
derived from the same principles of jurisprudence, namely, Quran, 
Sunna (= Hadith), consensus (ijmd‘) and analogy (qiyds); but con- 
sensus has to be linked with the views of the Imams. More scope is 
given to analogical reasoning by the Imamites, since the leading 
jurists at any time are held to have the right of ijtihdd, that is, the 
right of applying the basic principles in a fresh way to a contemporary 
problem without slavishly following precedent. A jurist with this 
right is a mujtahid. 

The earliest full statement of doctrinal belief is the Risdla or 
‘Epistle’ on Imamite beliefs composed by Ibn-Babawayh. The struc- 
ture of this Risdla is not unlike that of Sunnite creeds, and it may be 
divided into five sections: God and his attributes (pp.25—48 of the 
English translation); eschatology (48-82); revelation and the Quran 
(82—9); the imamate (89—116}; miscellaneous methodological ques- 
tions (116—28). In the first section God’s oneness is insisted on, and 
the distinction between essential and active attributes (sifat adh- 
dhat, — al-fi'l) is accepted, though the latter are said to be muhdath, 
‘originating or appearing in time’ ; the reason for this last point is that, 
for example, God cannot be Provider (rdziq} until there is a creature 
for which he makes provision (rizq). The anthropomorphic terms 
applied to God are interpreted metaphorically. Thus in the verse 
‘everything is perishing except his (God’s) face’ (28.88 } he interprets 
‘face’ (wajh) as ‘religion’. In the second section the common Muslim 
eschatological beliefs are accepted, but again some of them are inter- 
preted metaphorically. The chief point to notice in the third section is 
that God is spoken of as creator of the Qur'an as well as its utterer or 
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speaker. As has already been seen, if the Qur'an is created, it is not 
necessarily the expression of God’s being, and may therefore be 
modified by an inspired Imam. 

In Ibn-Babawayh’s creed the author’s views come close to those 
of the Mu'tazilites at certain points; and one of the interesting fea- 
tures of the development of Imamite theology is its increasing accep- 
tance of Mu'tazilite conceptions and principles. In Ibn-Babawayh’s 
case, however, though some of his views corresponded to those of the 
Mu tazilites, his method was closer to that of the Hanbalites and he 
disapproved of Kalam. Ash-Shaykh al-Mufid, on the other hand, 
criticized Ibn-Babawayh on various points, including his rejection of 
Kalam, and considered that he himself was a mutakallim. He held, 
however, that Imamites like himself differed from the Mu ‘tazilites in 
two ways: first, they considered that the use of reason in theology 
required a basis in Qur'an and Hadith, whereas the Mu'tazilites 
trusted in reason alone; and secondly, they believed in the imamate 
of ‘Ali from the time of the Prophet's death, whereas the Mu'tazilites 
accepted the doctrine of the ‘intermediate position’ (p.52 above). 
Ash-Sharif al-Murtada was even closer to the Mu 'tazilites, for he 
abandoned the first of these differences and held that the truths of 
religion were to be established by reason alone. It is interesting that, 
where al-Mufid had thought that the Mu'tazilite school of Baghdad 
was close to Imamism, al-Murtada preferred the school of Basra. 

From this time onwards there have been two contrary tendencies 
in Imamism, one making use of reason and engaging in Kalam and the 
other mostly restricting itself to Qur’4n and Hadith and criticizing 
the use of reason. The opposition between these tendencies becomes 
prominent in the Safavid period. 


(b) the Ismda‘ilites’ 
Isma‘ilite theology was first elaborated under the Fatimid dynasty 
which established itself in Egypt in 969 and maintained itself there 
until 1171. There were, of course, others who held the main Isma‘ilite 
beliefs. Among these, for example, were a body of men known as the 
Qarmatians (Qaramita, Carmathians}, who about 894 had established 
a semi-independent principality at Bahrein on the east cost of Arabia, 
which flourished at least until the end of the eleventh century. The 
relations of the Qarmatians with the Fatimids are obscure; some- 
times they fought against them, but at other times they acknowledged 
suzerainty, as when in 951 in obedience to the Fatimid caliph they 
returned to the Ka‘ba the Black Stone which they had carried off 
twenty years earlier, Fatimid missionaries and propagandists (sing. 
dd‘i) were sent throughout the provinces which acknowledged the 
‘Abbasids, and gained the adhesion of many groups of discontented 
men in various localities. Since the Fatimids claimed to be the right- 


124 


THE ELABORATION OF SHi ITE THEOLOGY 


ful rulers of the whole Islamic world, their propaganda constituted an 
underground revolutionary movement. 

The long reign of the caliph al-Mustansir (1036—94) was a time 
of great prosperity for the Fatimids, even though by that date they had 
lost the North African provinces where there had been few conver- 
sions to IsmA‘ilism (as indeed was also the case in Egypt}. On the 
death of al-Mustansir, however, a serious split occurred in the Is- 
ma ‘ilite movement. The vizier al-Afdal ibn-Badr al-Jam4li, who was 
the real ruler in Egypt, managed to have the designated heir, Nizar, 
replaced by a younger son, al-Musta‘li, whom he supposed would be 
more amenable to himself. The Persian and Syrian Isma‘ilites, who 
had begun to despair of the Fatimids ever invading ‘Abbasid domains, 
took advantage of this happening to break their connection with the 
Fatimids by declaring themselves followers of Nizar. Nizar himself, 
after being defeated and imprisoned in Alexandria, disappeared, prob- 
ably murdered; but the leader in Asia, Hasan-i Sabbah, claimed that 
Nizar was only in hiding and that he was in touch with him. Indeed as 
late as 1164 the successor of Hasan-i Sabbah claimed he had received 
two letters from the Imam in hiding. 

A further schism took place among the Musta'lians on the death 
of the caliph al-Amir in 1130. His infant son at-Tayyib mysteriously 
disappeared, and after some fighting his cousin ‘Abd-al-Majid became 
caliph with the throne-name of al-Hafiz. Most of the Musta‘lians in 
Egypt and Syria became Hafizites (or Majidites), but after the fall of 
the Fatimids they suffered some persecution and by 1250 had almost 
ceased to exist as a community. The Tayyibites, on the other hand, 
who had always been less numerous than the Hafizites in Egypt and 
Syria, had almost died out there by 1250 but were flourishing in the 
Yemen and, as they still are, in India. 

In 1090 before the death of al-Mustansir the Ismd'‘ilites of Persia 
under the leadership of Hasan-i Sabbah had gone into open revolt 
against the Sunnite Seljiiq regime in Baghdad and had seized the 
mountain fortress of Alamut. In the following years they seized other 
fortresses and towns. Part of their policy was to carry out conspicuous 
political murders, such as that of the Seljiiq vizier Nizim-al-mulk in 
1092. It is from this practice that the word ‘assassin’ has come; it 
apparently represents an Arabic word, probably hashshdshin or has- 
ishiyyin, meaning ‘users of the drug hashish’, but it is not certainly 
_ known why they were so called. The Crusaders in Syria had many 
picturesque tales about them and their leader, whom they called ‘the 
old man of the mountain’ (shaykh al-jabal). After 1094 most of the 
Syrian Isma‘ilites had become Nizarites and acknowledged the lord- 
ship of Hasan-i Sabbah. The fortunes of the Nizarites varied from 
time to time and from region to region, but the descendants of 
Hasan-i Sabbah maintained themselves as Lords of Alamut until the 
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fortress was captured by the Mongols in 1256, and even then the 
Nizarites were not exterminated. 

From this simplified account of Isma‘tlism up to 1250 something 
will have been gathered of the character of the movement. Some 
Sunnite writers tried to explain it as a resurgence of the old pre- 
Islamic religions ; and the earlier European scholars tended to see in it 
a Persian national or racial movement. The latter suggestion is clearly 
wrong, since many non-Persians were Ism4a'‘ilites, while the Persian 
ruling classes mostly became Sunnites. Recent scholarly opinion has 
therefore come to regard Ismd‘ilism as essentially a series of revolu- 
tionary movements among labourers, artisans and other depressed 
classes. Dissatisfaction with the existing state of affairs probably led 
to a temper of revolt in many centres. It was in part the genius for 
organization of some of the Ism4a‘ilite leaders which enabled them to 
produce a semblance of unity out of numerous disparate groups 
scattered over a wide area, and to create at certain periods a revolu- 
tionary underground movement with a not-too-definite doctrinal 
basis. A central point was obedience to one’s superiors within the 
movement, together with the belief that the commands from one’s 
superiors ultimately came from the Imam himself and were infal- 
lible. Great emphasis was placed on the missionary or propagandist 
effort of the movement, its da‘wa, and the focus of its organization 
was the dd‘i, missionary or propagandist. The dd‘i in an area, as an 
official representative of the Imam, often had considerable power. 
Thus for a time Hasan-i Sabbah was the dd‘i in charge of the whole 
Fatimid da‘wa in Persia. | 

There are accounts which suggest that Ism4'‘ilite propaganda was 
carefully graded. At the lowest level what was said was adapted to the 
position of ordinary people and the religious beliefs they had pre- 
viously held. After they had progressed to a higher level they were 
apparently taught that truth in the positive religions is always rela- 
tive, and that whatever truth they have is taken up into Ism4@‘ilism. 
Doubtless something like this took place in some regions at certain 
periods, but it is difficult to say to what extent this was the normal 
procedure. Certainly in dealing with Muslims they made much use of 
the distinction between the external (zdhir) and the internal { batin). 
They claimed that the Qur4n, besides its external or obvious mean- 
ing, had an internal, hidden or esoteric meaning, and that this inner 
meaning could be learnt only from the Imam or his agent (such as a 
da‘i). Because of this point in their teaching they are sometimes 
called Batinites. They also spoke of what was given by the Imam or 
his agents as ta‘lim, literally ‘teaching’ but with the connotation of 
‘authoritative instruction’; and thus they may be called Ta‘limites, 
as in the Mungidh of al-Ghazaili. 

The distinctive belief of the Ism4‘ilites was their doctrine of the 
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imamate. They are sometimes known as Sab‘iyya, ‘Seveners’, in 
contrast to the Imamiyya, who are Ithna‘ashariyya, “Twelvers’; but 
the chief difference between the two is not in the number of Imams. 
The formal difference, of course, is that, while they agree in acknow- 
ledging Ja‘far as-Sadiq as the Sixth Imam, the Imamites hold that the 
Seventh was his son Misa and the IsmA‘ilites say it was another son 
Isma‘il. The more fundamental difference, however, is that, where 
the Imamites are content to have an Imam in complete occultation, 
the Isma‘ilites tend to look for an Imam who is active in the world in 
the present. Admittedly the Ismd‘ilites have at times acknowledged a 
hidden Imam, when that was temporarily advantageous ; but on each 
occasion the hidden Imam before long gave place to an actual present 
Imam. Thus at Alamut Hasan-i Sabbah (d.1124)} appointed one of his 
generals to succeed him as dd‘i, and this man was followed by a son 
and grandson. The latter, Hasan 11 (known as Hasan ‘ala dhikri-hi 
s-salam}, who reigned from 1162 to 1166, claimed openly the title of 
caliph and not-so-openly that of Imam. The son who succeeded him 
and the later Isma‘ilite rulers of Alamut were all regarded as Imams 
and lineal descendants of Nizar. Something similar happened in 
several other cases. Because of its conception of the Imam the Isma'‘il- 
ite movement became fissiparous, and besides the schisms already 
mentioned several others took place later. 

Something can be learnt about other aspects of Ismda‘ilite belief 
from several credal statements which have been preserved.’ One is 
found in the first chapter of Da‘d@’im al-isldm, ‘the Pillars of Islam’, 
the fundamental work on Isma'‘ilite jurisprudence, composed under 
the Fatimids by the Qadi an-Nu‘m4n (d.974). The basic creed con- 
tains only nine simple clauses, of which the first two repeat in a 
slightly enlarged form the two clauses of the Shahada, ‘there is no 
deity but God; Muhammad is the Messenger of God’; four deal with 
eschatology, and the remainder with the authority of prophets and 
Imams. The same author has also a book entitled Asds at-ta’ wil, ‘the 
Foundations of (authoritative) Interpretation’, in which he explains 
the inner or esoteric meaning of a large number of Quranic verses, 
which he arranges according to six of the seven eras recognized by 
previous Isma'‘ilites ; each era is inaugurated by a ndatig, ‘enunciating 
(prophet)’, namely, Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses, Jesus and Mu- 
hammad, while the ndtiq of the seventh era is the Mahdi. 

A summary in English of a much fuller creed was published in 
1936 by W.Ivanow under the title of A Creed of the Fatimids. The 
author, who died in 1215, was the fifth Tayyibite da‘i mutlag, ‘abso- 
lute dd‘i’, in the Yemen. The book comprises one hundred articles of 
belief, and Ivanow reckoned that a printed edition would occupy 
about 300 pages. Some of the articles deal with religious practice 
rather than doctrine, and the arrangement is haphazard. Nearly a 
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score of articles deal with belief in God, but are largely negative: he is 
not a body nor a substance nor matter nor form; he has no names, no 
attributes, no limits and is not in space and time. There are articles 
on prophethood and the imamate, as might be expected, but the 
treatment of eschatology is abstract; that is, while the reality of 
eternal reward or punishment is’asserted, the more picturesque be- 
liefs derived from the Qur4n or the Hadith are passed over in silence. 
The IsmA‘ilites would not deny these, of course, but would interpret 
them symbolically. The work is essentially a positive presentation of 
Ismd@‘ilism and there is no explicit argument against other sects, but 
the author has so worded his assertions that Sunnite and other non- 
Isma'‘tlite doctrines are clearly denied. 

This work and similar ones illustrate a further feature of Isma‘il- 
ism. Although the authors may be described as philosophically 
minded and seem to have been familiar with some of the features of 
Sunnite and Imamite Kalam, they cannot have entered into overt 
discussion with these disciplines and they did not develop a philo- 
sophical theology of their own. This was doubtless because Ism4a‘ll- 
ites hold that, since human reason has limitations and cannot reach 
the fullness of truth, this can only be received from the Prophet or one 
of the Imams. What we do find among Ism4‘lite writings, however, 
are elaborate semi-philosophical gnostic cosmologies. Among the 
writers of these are Abii-Ya‘qub as-Sijzi (d. after 971 ?); Hamid-ad-din 
al-Kirmani (d.c.1021); Ibrahim al-Hamidi (d.1162); and the Persian- 
writing poet Nasir-i Khusraw (d.c.1080). These works are not theo- 
logical in the usual sense, and, though they are sometimes called 
‘philosophy’, this is not the normal rational discipline but one depen- 
dent on the esoteric knowledge of the Imams. Since they are well 
outside the main currents of Islamic thought, they are left aside here. 

As already noted, the Ikhw4n as-Safa’, though a distinct group, 
had some connection with Isma‘ilism about which there is little 
agreement. Out of Ism4‘ilism there also developed two small groups, 
the Druzes and the Nusayrites (‘Alawites, Alouites), which are now 
virtually independent religions. 


(c} the Zaydites? 
By the tenth century Zaydism seems to have been restricted to two 
small states under Zaydite rule. One of these was in regions to the 
south of the Caspian Sea and existed from about 870 to 1126. The 
other, established in the Yemen before 900, has managed to survive 
into the present century in one form or another under the Zaydite 
Imams of Sanaa. Even to speak of ‘states’ here is perhaps to give a false 
impression, and ‘communities’ might be a better word. Sometimes a 
son succeeded his father, but at other times there seems to have been 
a kind of interregnum for several years. The Zaydite principle was 
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that any suitably qualified descendant of al-Hasan or al-Husayn, who 
publicly put himself forward as Imam, was to be accepted and fol- 
lowed. There seem to have been cases, however, where a man was 
accepted as Imam without being actual ruler of any district. Alto- 
gether the history of these Zaydite communities is so complex that it 
is difficult to make generalizations. 

What is clear, however, is that there was extensive intellectual 
activity among the Zaydites, and a relatively large number of books 
has been preserved. One of the qualifications for the Imamate was 
religious learning, and among the Zaydite authors are many Imams. 
Some of the intellectual activity was directed to the elaboration of 
Zaydite jurisprudence, which is not considered here, but there were 
scholars in most of the religious disciplines, and some attained dis- 
tinction.?° In an account of Zaydite theology, however, the most 
interesting point is the relation to Mu'tazilism. This is a problem as 
early as the caliphate of al-Ma’miun, but the character of the problem 
changes after the establishment of the Zaydite states. The Imam 
al-Qasim ibn-Ibrahim (d.860) was deeply influenced by Mu'tazilite 
doctrines, but a little later the northern leader al-Utrish vigorously 
criticized the Mu‘tazilites. Towards the end of the tenth century, 
again, some Zaydite scholars were closely associated with the Mu- 
‘tazilite school in Rayy under the patronage of the Sahib Ibn-‘Abbad 
and some even studied under the Qadi ‘Abd-al-Jabbar. Such was the 
Imam al-Mu’ayyad (944—1020} and some of his followers. Indeed 
certain Zaydites identified themselves completely with the Mu tazil- 
ites, at least in theology; for example, the Imam an-Natiq bi-l-haqq 
Abi-Talib (951-1053) and Manekdim (Abt-l-Husayn Ahmad} (d. 
1034}. 

The men named so far are all from the northem Zaydite com- 
munity at the Caspian Sea. Sometimes their Imams were recognized 
as Imams by the community in the Yemen and sometimes not; and 
the same was tne of the Imams in the Yemen. Besides the recognized 
Imams there were men who claimed the imamate but gained no more 
than local recognition. Though some of the earlier Imams in the 
Yemen have left books, the more important works came with the 
flourishing of intellectual studies there under the imamate of al- 
Mutawakkil-‘ala4-ll4h, who ruled from 1137 to 1170. He wanted to 
unite all the Zaydites—the ‘state’ in the north had ceased to exist in 
1126—and wrote a book in which he acknowledged the northern 
Imams and also tried to smooth out the slight differences between the 
northerners and the Yemenites. His efforts were strongly supported 
by the Qadi Ja‘far (d.1177). These were followed by several scholars of 
the family of ar-Rassds. The tasks confronting such scholars included 
the defence of Zaydism not merely against heretical groups within 
{the Husaynites, who expected a ‘hidden Imam’ to return as Mahdi, 
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and the Mutarrifites, who adopted a nature-philosophy and various 
strange views}, but also against the Batinites or Isma‘ilites who were 
now established in the Yemen. The father and brother of the Qadi 
Ja‘far had actually been Ism ‘ilite intellectuals. 

The Muttazilite theological doctrines on which the Zaydite 
scholars differed from one another and from the Mu'tazilites proper 
were mostly slight. Some Zaydites were closer to the Mu'tazilite 
school of Baghdad, others to that of Basra. One hair-splitting differ- 
ence of which much was made was with regard to God’s creative will. 
Despite their acceptance of much Mu'tazilite theology the Zaydites 
thought of themselves as having a separate identity from the Mu'ta- 
zilites. Sometimes they expressed this by saying that they them- 
selves restricted the imamate to the descendants of al-Hasan and 
al-Husayn, whereas the Mu'tazilites held it to be open to any quali- 
fied man of the tribe of Quraysh. What is here alleged to be the 
Mu'tazilite view may be connected with the question of the recog- 
nition of the caliphate of Aba-Bakr and ‘Umar. The early Zaydites had 
recognized them and spoke of this as ‘the imamate of the inferior’, 
since ‘Ali was superior {afdal|; but some later Zaydites did not 
recognize the two. It is conceivable, too, that recognition of the 
‘Abbasids was also involved, since local Zaydite leaders, unlike the 
Fatimids, did not claim to be rightful rulers of the whole Islamic 
world. The essential focus of Zaydite identity was, of course, the 
recognition of the Imams. 

In all this it appears that Mu'tazilite theology in its Zaydite 
version has suffered a transformation of function. It has ceased to be 
an attempt to deal with the intellectual problems facing all Muslims, 
and instead has become the basis of identity, in part, of a small 
community which wants to maintain its separateness from the large 
community around it. 
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Part Four 


THE LATER ISLAMIC MIDDLE AGES, 
1250-1850 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 


THE STAGNATION OF 
PHILOSOPHICAL THEOLOGY 


The European historian is horrified at the thought that the Middle 
Ages might be regarded as lasting until the nineteenth century, but 
the idea is appropriate in an Islamic context. Little had changed there 
for three or four hundred years, and it was only in the nineteenth 
century that the intellectual and cultural reactions to the impact of 
Europe and the West came to be of primary importance. Otherwise it 
is difficult to characterize the period. It may be called a period of 
darkness or of stagnation, but this fails to do justice to some aspects of 
its life, as will become apparent in what follows. 

In the earlier part of the period, until about 1500, there was a 
strong state in Egypt under the Mamluks, and this usually controlled 
Syria as well. In the East the Mongols continued to rule Transoxiana, 
and under Timur-Lenk (Tamerlane) spread westwards once more, 
occupying Persia and temporarily invading Iraq, Syria and Anatolia. 
_ Between Egypt-Syria and Transoxiana various lesser dynasties main- 
tained peace over smaller or larger areas. With the liquidation of the 
‘Abbasid caliphate in 1258 Baghdad had become a provincial city— 
Iraq was a province of Persia—but something of its old cultural life 
continued until the invasions of Timur when it was practically de- 
stroyed. By this time, however, centres of Islamic learning had devel- 
oped in Persia, Central Asia, Afghanistan and India. Thus the vast 
political upheavals produced less dislocation in intellectual life and 
social structure than might have been expected. There were indeed 
great changes, but surprisingly much managed to survive the storm. 

_ The pattern of the four centuries from 1450 or 1500 to 1850 is 
much simpler. Three empires developed. That of the Ottoman Turks, 
with its capital at Constantinople (Istanbul) from 1453, eventually 
spread its rule over Syria and Egypt, much of Iraq and the Arabian 
peninsula, and most of North Africa—and indeed also for a time over 
large regions of Europe. By 1800 its power was in decline, but it 
continued in existence until after the First World War. Persia was 
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united by the Safavid dynasty founded by Shah Isma ‘il (1501-24), and 
sometimes had parts of Iraq added to it. It has continued a single state, 
though with several changes of rulers. The third empire was that of 
the Moguls in India, whose real founder was Akbar (15 56-1605). It 
was shorter-lived than the other two empires, and was declining 
before other Indian states by about 1700, and then receding as the 
British East India Company advanced, until it was extinguished in 
1857. These empires gave a certain stability to the Islamic world. 

During the period from 1250 to 1850 Islam was also spreading in 
lands which had never been included in the caliphates of Damascus, 
Baghdad or Istanbul. Communities of Muslims were gradually form- 
ing in East and West Africa, in Malaya and Indonesia, and in other 
peripheral areas. Colleges were founded—in Timbuctoo and Kano, 
for example—for the study of Islamic jurisprudence and theology, and 
a slow islamization of the local cultures began. Before this process of 
islamization was complete, however, these lands began to feel the 
impact of Europe, and the Islamic Middle Ages were at an end. 

With the appearance of many new centres of Islamic learning the 
volume of theological thought probably increased, but its quality is 
usually held to have declined, especially in the field of Kalam. Little 
originality was shown, and the chief effort of theologians went into 
the production of commentaries, super-commentaries and glosses on 
earlier works. Thus for the short creed of Najm-ad-din an-Nasafi 
(mentioned above) about a dozen commentaries are listed, about 
thirty glosses (on the commentary by at-Taftazani), and about twenty 
super-glosses on one of these. Most such works were in Arabic, which 
remained the language of scholarship throughout the Islamic world 
(as Latin was for long in western Europe); but an Islamic religious 
literature was also springing up in Turkish, Persian, Urdu and other 
languages. A few original works were still composed, mainly in the 
form of creeds of varying length, probably designed as a basis for 
commentaries. The writing of commentaries may have been encour- 
aged by the fact that lectures normally consisted of comments on 
texts. 

The lack of originality and the general rigidity and conservatism 
in theology accompanied a low level of cultural achievement in other 
respects, and many scholars, both Muslim and Western, have sug- 
gested reasons. One view is that the cause is to be looked for in the 
Mongol invasions and the devastation they occasioned. This may 
help to explain the relative decline of Baghdad, for example; but 
Egypt, on the other hand, was never invaded by the Mongols, so that 
they cannot be the sole cause. Another suggestion is Ottoman domi- 
nation, and this tends to find favour with writers of Arab nationality. 
For the Arabic-speaking regions which came under the Ottomans 
there may be some truth in this; but even in these regions it is 
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doubtful if it can be the whole truth since cultural decline is found 
also in lands which were never under Ottoman sway. The further 
suggestion that the seeds of decay were present in the Islamic religion 
from the beginning seems to be an expression of anti-Islamic preju- 
dice and not worthy of serious consideration. It is best to leave the 
problem unsolved, realizing that mysterious changes of various kinds 
occur in the case of most religions. 

Theological rigidity, of course, is not to be condemned outright, 
since it may often have a social function. The Christian creeds at- 
tained a degree of fixity after some five centuries of Christianity, and 
there may be a subtle reason for the appearance of a comparable fixity 
in Islam after the elapse of about the same time. A distinction can be 
made, however, between the formulation of a definitive creed and the 
theological discussion of articles of belief. A fixed creed helps to give 
stability to a religious community; and in the disturbed circum- 
stances of the Islamic world for some of the centuries in question 
rigidity in theology may have helped to stabilize the social structure 
and even to compensate for the loss of political unity. It is possible, 
too, that to the Western scholar the rigidity appears to be greater than 
it really is, since it is easy for him, bored with the repetition of nearly 
identical arguments whose point he does not appreciate, to transform 
his own boredom into a characteristic of the material. 

The dependence of the ulema on governments or rulers should 
also be taken into consideration. The Inquisition begun under the 
caliph al-Ma’min had made it clear that the class of ulema was under 
the power of the government. It was not the brave endurance of 
Ahmad ibn-Hanbal that brought the Inquisition to an end, but rea- 
sons of state unconnected with the attitude and conduct of the ulema. 
Advancement in the scholarly career was in the hand of governments, 
and most scholars were too worldly to give up the prospect of a good 
salary for the sake of religious principle. There were exceptions, such 
as al-Ghazali and Ibn-Taymiyya, but the general attitude towards the 
rulers was one of subservience. On the other hand, there was a large 
field within which the ulema resisted the encroachments of the 
rulers. Rigidity strengthened the hands of individuals who were pre- 
pared to hold out against pressure to ‘bend’ the rules in the interests of 
the government, and prevented a betrayal of the rights of the ulema in 
general by a weak individual who had succumbed to governmental 
inducements, The rigid intellectual structure reduced individual dis- 
cretion and made it possible to refuse illegal requests from those in 
authority; but, if in this way it had a positive function, in other 
circumstances it had disadvantages. This is notably so in adapting 
jurisprudence and theology to the contemporary world. 

Also relevant is another feature of the outlook of the ulema, 
which may be called ‘the discouragement of contemporary argument’. 
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There is a deep-seated Arab dislike of paying attention to what one 
considers false. Rather than study false views in order the better to 
refute them, the Arab prefers to pass them over in silence. When 
al-Muhasibi wrote a Refutation of the Mu'tazilites, his master 
Ahmad ibn-Hanbal objected to his giving a full statement of their 
views before refuting them, on the ground that someone might read 
the statement of Mu'‘tazilite views and not the refutation. In most of 
the theological works mentioned in the previous pages opposing 
views are stated very briefly. In the later writers, too, there are no 
discussions of the views of contemporary Mu'‘tazilite writers, for 
example, but only of those of the ‘classical’ period. In the first ‘Abb4as- 
id century caliphs and viziers arranged theological debates in their 
salons, and Nizam-al-mulk may have done the same, at least for 
scholars of certain groups; but al-Ghazali was apparently unable to 
have live arguments with philosophers. Perhaps one did not argue 
against contemporary opponents, since this would have helped to 
spread their false views. It may also be that the Hadith about the 
seventy-three sects prevented contemporaries from being regarded as 
a new sect, since the seventy-two heretical sects had already been 
described by the heresiographers. Whatever the reason for it, this 
avoidance of arguments with contemporary heretics and deviants 
must have helped to make theology ‘academic’ in the bad sense and so 
contributed to its stagnation. 

It must also be asked whether during the centuries being con- 
sidered the ulema were tending to become cut off from the common 
people. In the thirteenth century dervish orders began to make their 
appearance, and many ordinary men came to find their spiritual needs 
more fully met by the dhikr or worship of the orders than by the 
official saldt, ‘prayers’, presided over by the ulema. Before it can be 
asserted, however, that this led to a cleavage, there are many ques- 
tions to be answered. In practice did the worship of the orders replace 
the salat, or did it complement it? Had the Hanbalite theologians a 
closer relation to the common people than the philosophical theo- 
logians? The latter, whether calling themselves Ash‘arites or not, 
seem by their interest in philosophy and their rational arguments to 
have been largely cut off from the springs of spiritual life. Yet the 
philosophical theologians, despite this weakness, deserve much of 
the credit for an important positive achievement of the ulema as a 
whole, namely, the preservation of a framework of outward conduct 
and intellectual dogma within which it was possible for Muslims to 
live lives of moral uprightness and true religious devotion. 

Since little attention has so far been paid by scholars, either 
Muslim or Western, to the history of theology during the six cen- 
turies after 1250, and since there is a vast amount of material, mostly 
still in manuscript, it is impracticable in a survey such as the present 
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to give an adequate account of the various trends. In lieu of such an 
account brief notes are offered on the best-known theologians. 

(1) Al-Baydawi was born at Bayda near Shiraz, occupied the 
position of gddi in various places, including briefly in Shiraz, and 
finally lived in retirement in Tabriz. His death probably occurred in 
1308 or 1316, though earlier dates are mentioned. He had a reputation 
for piety and asceticism, but his outstanding gift was his ability to 
select what was best in the works of previous scholars and to sum- 
marize it acceptably. His greatest work was his commentary on the 
Qur'an which is still regarded as authoritative. It was based mainly on 
that of az-Zamakhshari, but amended that author’s Mu'tazilite inter- 
pretations. Al-Baydawi also wrote books in various other religious 
disciplines, including a comprehensive statement of his views on 
Kalam. In this he follows roughly the order of topics in the Muhassal 
of Fakhr-ad-din ar-R4zi, but is somewhat more philosophical.! 

{2) Hafiz-ad-din Abi-l-Barakat an-Nasafi (d.1301 or 1310} was 
born in Bukhara and apparently studied there under a teacher who 
died in 1244. He himself became a teacher, mainly of jurisprudence 
according to the Hanafite school, in Kirman in southern Iran. He is 
said to have died on his way back from a visit to Baghdad (which at 
this period had recovered from the first Mongol invasion }. His legal 
works were widely used and much commented on. Among his lesser 
writings is Al-‘Umda fi usual ad-din, ‘The Pillar of the Creed’, together 
with his own commentary on it. Its doctrines are similar to those of 
the creed of Najm-ad-din an-Nasafi, but it is about four times the 
length. It is noteworthy, however, in it that it says less about epi- 
stemology than the shorter creed, perhaps because the author felt that 
philosophical discussions were out of place in a creed.” | 

(3) Al-Iji, with the honorific title of ‘Adud-ad-din (c. 1281-1355] 
was educated in Shiraz under the pupil of a pupil of al-Baydawi. This 
gives some evidence for the continuity of Shafi‘ite and Ash‘arite 
teaching i in Shiraz. Most of his life is said to have been spent as a gddi 
in the recently-built capital of the Il-Khan dynasty, Sultaniyya; but in 
his later years he was again in the neighbourhood of Shiraz and is 
spoken of as gddi there. As an important man he was involved in the 
troubled and confused politics of the period, and is said to have died in 
prison in 1355 in his native ]j, east of Shiraz. In theology he is known 
chiefly for two works. One is the short creed known as the ‘Adudiyya, 
which has no philosophical articles. The other is the Mawédqif, a 
comprehensive work designed as a systematic handbook for use in 
lecturing. It is arranged in roughly the same way as the Muhassal of 
ar Raz but devotes more space to the philosophical preliminaries— 

o-thirds as against a half.3 

(4) At-Taftazani (1322-1389 or 1390) was born in Khorasan and 
is said to have been a pupil of al-Iji. He is heard of at Herat and also at 


137 


THE LATER ISLAMIC MIDDLE AGES 


one of the minor Mongol courts. When this whole region came under 
Timur-Lenk, at-Taftazani was stationed for a time at Sarakhs in the 
centre of Khorasan, and then moved to the court at Samarqand. He is 
the author of a theological treatise not unlike the Mawagqif of al-Ij1, 
but he is best known for his commentary on the creed of Najm-ad-din 
an-Nasafi, which for centuries was one of the chief textbooks of 
theology. Although the creed is Maturidite, at-Taftazani is usually 
said to have been an Ash‘arite, but the point is by no means certain. 
His choice of a text could be due to the fact that he was teaching in a 
region where Maturidite views were dominant. He expresses himself 
carefully, but there are a number of points where it is clear that he 
disagreed with the text he was commenting on.* 

(5) Ibn-Khaldiin (1332-1406) was born and educated in Tunis. 
His family claimed Arab descent and had moved from Spain in the 
early thirteenth century before Seville fell to the Christians. The men 
had occupied high government posts or had beeen engaged in scholar- 
ship. Between the ages of 20 and 46 Ibn-Khaldiin himself was mainly 
involved in governmental administration in Fez, Tunis, Granada and 
other places, though he also found time to study and write. In 1378 he 
went to Egypt and was sometimes a professor, sometimes a gddi. 
Though he suffered much from the disturbed political conditions of 
the time, he managed to compose a history of the world in many 
volumes. His fame rests chiefly on the mugaddima, ‘Introduction’, 
to this history, which itself occupies three large volumes in trans- 
lation and isa highly original investigation in the fields of philosophy, 
of history and of sociology. The Mugaddima contains a perceptive 
chapter on the development of philosophical theology in Islam ; and 
after this it is not surprising to find that his competence in Ash‘arite 
theology was such that as a young man he wrote a book in the field. 
This book is essentially a summary of the Muhassal of ar-Razi. In 
jurisprudence he was a Malikite.5 

(6) Al-Jurjani, known as as-Sayyid ash-Sharif (1340—1413}, was 
born near the south-east comer of the Caspian Sea, and studied in 
Herat, in Kirman (in southern Iran) and in Egypt, besides visiting 
Constantinople. About 1377 he obtained a professorship at Shiraz 
through his friend at-Taftazani. After the conquest of Shiraz he went 
to Timur-Lenk’s court at Samarqand, and in a celebrated debate 
showed himself superior to at-Taftazani, at least according to the 
majority view. Returning to Shiraz after Timur’s death in 1405, he 
produced many works in many fields of study. Theologically most 
important was his commentary on the Mawdagif of al-fji, where his 
interest in theological questions was given full scope.® 

(7) As-Sanusi (d.1486 or 1490 aged 63} was born at Tlemsen in 
the west of Algeria, and spent most of his life there. Among his 
teachers was at least one who had studied and taught in Granada, and 
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who abandoned it as the prospects for the Muslims there became 
gloomy. He was a sufi and had such a reputation for piety and asceti- 
cism that some regarded him as the ‘renewer’ { mujaddid] of Islam for 
the tenth Islamic century (which began in 1494). In jurisprudence he 
is a Malikite, and in theology is reckoned an Ash‘arite, though he was 
also very interested in philosophy. He wrote several works on Kalam, 
but more attention has been paid to his short creed, the Santsiyya. 
This has been popular with Muslims in North and West Africa, and 
has been translated into French and German. It is much more philo- 
sophical than the “Adudiyya, and begins, for example, by asserting 
that every believer must know twenty attributes necessary in respect 
of God and twenty attributes impossible for him. Since among the 
twenty attributes necessary for God are seven ‘attributes of forms’ 
which have to be distinguished from seven very similar ‘attributes 
pertaining to forms’, it is clear that the average believer is expected to 
be a philosopher! It is strange that one who was both pious and widely 
respected should have laid so much emphasis on abstract philosophy.’ 
(8) Ad-Dawani (or ad-Dawwani], with the honorific name of 
Jalal-ad-din, and also called as-Siddiqi as claiming descent from the 
first caliph Abt-Bakr as-Siddiq (1427~1502}, came from a district 
some 80 km west of Shiraz. He later completed his studies in Shiraz 
and became a professor and qgddi there. Just before his death a political 
upheaval caused him to flee from Shiraz towards his native district. 
He produced a vast number of books, chiefly in the fields of siifism, 
philosophy and theology. His best-known work, written in Persian 
and commonly called Akhldq-i Jalali, was translated into English in 
the early nineteenth century under the title of ‘The Practical Philo- 
sophy of the Muhammadan People’. This was an adaptation of 
Akhldq-i Ndasiri by the Imamite Nasir-ad-din at-Tusi, a work dealing 
with ethics, economics and politics, and brought the ideas expressed 
there more into accord with the outlook of Sunnite Islam. In parti- 
cular ad-Dawani insisted that the titles ‘caliph’ and ‘imam’ could 
properly be given only to a righteous ruler who governed in accord- 
ance with the Shari‘a. In theology ad-Daw4ni was an Ash‘arite and 
wrote commentaries on the ‘Adudiyya and on al-Jurjani’s commen- 
tary on the Mawédgif of al-Iji, thus continuing what might be called 
the school of Shiraz. The statement of Brockelmann that he was an 
Imamite must be mistaken; it is at variance with what is found in his 
works, since in his commentary on the ‘Adudiyya, for example, he 
accepts without criticism the article on the imamate of Abi-Bakr.® 
(9) Birgevi or Birgili {1522-73} was a Turkish scholar from 
south-west Anatolia. He completed his education in Istanbul, and 
eventually taught in a college in the little town of Birgi in the pro- 
vince of Smyma. He stood boldly for the strict and faithful observance 
of the Shari‘a, and considered, for example, that it was wrong to teach 
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the Qur'an for money. His unswerving rectitude and the popularity of 
his preaching gained him a numerous following among the common 
people, but some leading scholars of the time were bitterly opposed to 
him. Many works of his in Arabic have been preserved, including 
textbooks and pamphlets on points of conduct. His best-known work 
isa Turkish creed or statement of the principles of religion, which has 
achieved a wide circulation and has had many commentaries written 
on it. Because of this creed (and because his legal school was Hanaf- 
ite) he is included here, although his outlook was closer to the 
Hanbalites than to the philosophical theologians.? 

(10) Al-Laqani (Ibrahim Burh4n-ad-din) was a professor at the 
university of al-Azhar in Cairo, and belonged to the Malikite legal 
school. He is remembered for a creed in verse called Al-jawhara, 
which has been the basis of some well-known commentaries, and is 
similar in form to the short creed of as-Sanitsi. He died in 1631 on his 
return from the pilgrimage to Mecca, and was succeeded as professor 
by his son ‘Abd-as-Salam al-Laqani (d.1668), who wrote a commen- 
tary on Al-Jawhara.'° 

(x1) As-Siyalkati (“Abd-al-Hakim ) (d.1657) was an adviser at the 
court of the Mogul emperor Shah-Jehan (regnabat 1628-58). He 
wrote commentaries and glosses on some of the theological works 
regularly studied in Iran and Egypt, such as at-Taftazani’s commen- 
tary on the creed of an-Nasafi. His writings were so highly thought of 
that they themselves came to be used as textbooks. !1 

(12) Al-Fadali (or -Fudali or -Faddali) was an Egyptian from the — 
Delta and a professor at al-Azhar in Cairo, who died in 1821. He wrote 
an exposition of Islamic belief of medium length with the short title 
Kifayat al-‘awadmm, ‘The Sufficiency of the Common People’. Of its 
fifty articles forty-one deal with attributes necessary, impossible and 
possible in respect of God, and nine in respect of prophets. It is similar 
in content to the Sanisiyya but much longer. The author expects the 
ordinary Muslim to know the fifty articles and a general proof for 
each. 12 

(13) Al-Bajari or -Bayjuri (1783—1860}, from the Egyptian pro- 
vince of Menouf, became a professor at the Azhar and latterly rector 
(shaykh al-azhar). Like al-Fadali, who was one of his teachers, he was 
a Shafi ‘ite in law. He was reckoned outstanding in his day, but his 
work consisted mainly of commentaries and glosses, including com- 
mentaries on the Sanisiyya and on the Kifdyat al-‘awamm of his 
teacher, and a gloss of a commentary on the Jawhara of al-Laqani.'% 

These notes on individual theologians are far from being an 
adequate history of the theology of the period, but they give a pro- 
visional indication of certain trends.!* The study of Kalam clearly 
retained its ‘international’ character, but one or two centres, such as 
Shiraz and Cairo, were specially important, at least at certain periods. 
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After 1258 scholars still travelled, though less extensively, it would 
seem, than before that date; but the chief books were widely known 
throughout the Islamic world, even to some extent among Shi'ites. 
Most of the men named here seem to have regarded themselves as 
Ash‘arites, but after the fifteenth century philosophy invaded even 
some of the short credal statements. The only Maturidite is Hafiz-ad- 
din an-Nasafi (2), and it is difficult to know what happened to the 
Maturidite school after him. It presumably continued to exist in 
association with Hanafite jurisprudence, which was the official 
school of the Ottoman empire. In his creed al-Fadali mentions the 
Maturidite view that one of the attributes of God was takwin, 
‘making to exist’. Maturidite theologians probably contented them- 
selves with writing commentaries and glosses, and produced no fresh 
theological work of any significance. 
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 


THE VITALITY OF THE HANBALITES 


There had been vigour, even if tinged with fanaticism, among the 
Hanbalites of Baghdad in the eleventh century. Up till then Baghdad 
seems to have been their main centre, although, as noted above, there 
were Hanbalites in other places such as Ispahan and Herat. Before 
1100 there were Hanbalite schools in Jerusalem and Damascus, but 
Jerusalem was captured by the Crusaders in 1099, and the jurists 
there fled to Damascus. The group in Damascus was further streng- 
thened by other refugees from the troubled eastern and central pro- 
vinces, such as the family of the Bant-Qudama, one of whose mem- 
bers, Muwaffaq-ad-din ibn-Qudama (d.1223}, has already been men- 
tioned. This family arrived in 1156. Fully a century later in 1269 
another scholarly family came from Harr4n, bringing with it a boy of 
about five who was to become the greatest Hanbalite after Ahmad 
ibn-Hanbal himself. 

_ This was Ibn-Taymiyya (more fully, Taqi-d-din Ahmad ibn-Tay- 
miyya | who was born in January 1263 and died in September 1328.1 It 
was through him that Henri Laoust approached the study of Hanbal- 
ism, and thus he stands in brilliant light compared with the obscurity 
surrounding the Ash‘arites of the same period. What follows is based 
on the conclusions of Laoust. 

The career of Ibn-Taymiyya is best understood when his primary 
problem is seen to be the same as that of al-Ghazali, namely, the 
corruption of the ulema or religious scholars. As a class they were 
nearly all mainly interested in their own promotion in their academic 
or judicial career ; and, since promotion was in the hands of the rulers, 
they were subservient to these. Ibn-Taymiyya, following in the trad- 
ition of Ibn-Hanbal, stood up for what he believed to be right, regard- 
less of the suffering it might bring upon him personally. As a result of 
his intellectual brilliance he is said to have been qualified to give 
formal legal opinions at the age of seventeen ; and in 1284 at the age of 
twenty-one he succeeded his father as leading professor at the Suk- 
kariyya madrasa. This was followed by other teaching positions. In 
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1293 he publicly took an intransigent view of the case of a Christian 
who had insulted the Prophet, and he was imprisoned for a time. 
- Then about 1298 in response to a request from the people of Hama for 
instruction on the attributes of God and their relation to his essence, 
he drew up a statement of his dogmatic position, known as AlI- 
Hamawiyya al-kubrda, ‘The Large (Creed} of Hama’. In this he ex- 
pressed forceful criticisms of Kalam and of Ash‘arism. Some of his 
many enemies, annoyed at his attacks on Ash‘arism and astrology, 
and jealous of his good relationship with the governor of Damascus, 
accused him, on the basis of the Hamawiyya, of holding the heresy of 
anthropomorphism. They even got acrier to parade the city proclaim- 
ing that Ibn-Taymiyya was a heretic, and the governor had to inter- 
vene to preserve order. The jurists, asked to examine the creed care- 
fully, reported that there was nothing objectionable in it, and the 
incident was closed. 

Since about 1260 Syria had been ruled by the Mamliks who had 
succeeded the Ayytbids in Egypt about 1250 and had Cairo as their 
main capital. They were not a dynasty but a ruling élite of highly- 
trained former slaves, which perpetuated itself by importing further 
slaves mainly from South Russia and the Caucasus and giving them 
the same advanced training in military and civil administration. One 
of their innovations in both provinces was to give an official organ- 
ization to the four legal schools or ‘rites’, the Shafi‘ite, Hanafite, 
Malikite and Hanbalite. Each Muslim has to belong to one of them 
and have his legal affairs {such as inheritance} judged according to its 
principles. For each of the rites, in both Cairo and Damascus, the 
Mamluks created a chief gddi, and the order of precedence was as 
given, following the numbers attached to each. The Shafi‘ites resen- 
ted this, since previously only they had had a chief gddi, and there 
was friction between the four groups of jurists. This was the frame- 
work of the career of Ibn-Taymiyya. | 

In the years after 1299 he took a share in the public life of 
Damascus, was a member of diplomatic missions, and joined an 
expedition against revolted Nusayrite heretics. After the conquest of 
the Nusayrites he was consulted by the Mamluk sultan on their 
treatment. About the end of 1305, however, he once again found 
himself in trouble. He publicly attacked the sifi order of the Ahmad- 
iyya (Rifa‘iyya) for engaging in various practices contrary to the 
Shari‘a; but the head of the Ahmadiyya order was on friendly terms 
with influential persons in Cairo, and early in 1306 Ibn-Taymiyya 
was summoned thither. After a short trial of dubious validity he was 
imprisoned, and kept in prison until September 1307. On his release 
he was not allowed to return to Syria, so he set up as a professor and 
gave lectures; but his attacks on the pantheism of many sifis soon 
brought him into prison again, first in Cairo and later in Alexandria, 
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since in the latter his freedom to receive visits was less dangerous. A 
change of government led to his release in March 1310, but he spent 
nearly three more years in Cairo before returning to Damascus. 

The remainder of his life was spent in Damascus where he was 
generally held in honour and respect and had many pupils and other 
followers. On the whole he was less implicated than previously in 
public incidents, but an attack on the cult of saints led to his im- 
prisonment in the citadel in July 1326, together with some persecu- 
tion of his followers, and he was kept a prisoner, under increasingly 
rigorous conditions, until his death in September 1328. 

Laoust conceives the thought of Ibn-Taymiyya as culminating in 
a ‘political sociology’, but one based on a theological position ; and he 
sees the central point of this theology as a development of the old 
Islamic idea of the absolute dissimilarity of God and man. From this 
Ibn-Taymiyya concluded that it is impossible to attain knowledge of 
God by rational methods, whether those of philosophy or of Kalam, 
and also impossible to attain the sufi aim of union with God. He was 
no mere obscurantist, however, for he had made a careful study of the 
main Arabic philosophers, as well as of theologians like al-Ghazali 
and Fakhr-ad-din ar-R4zi. His criticisms of the philosophers are acute 
and well founded, notably in Radd ‘ald I-mantiqiyyin, ‘Refutation of 
the Logicians’. To ar-Razi he was strongly opposed, because he re- 
garded him as bringing many foreign elements into theology from 
philosophy and other sources; but in the general direction of his 
thought he was influenced by ar-R4zi, even if only by way of reaction. 
From al-Ghazali, to whom he was more sympathetic, he seems to 
have learned much. 

His attitude to siifism is complex. He rejects everything resembl- 
ing ‘union with God’ as the highest aim for human life. Absorption 
into the One, or even contemplation of the highest Good, he felt to be 
at variance with the Shari‘a. For him the supreme end was the wor- 
ship or service (‘ibdda) of God—the relation of slave (‘abd) to master 
—-and the basis of this was the observance of the prescriptions of the 
Shari‘a. On the other hand, in his own make-up there was something 
of the sufi; and from the standpoint of his conception of ‘ibada he 
proceeded to give a new meaning to many of the distinctive terms of 
the sufis, such as fear of God, confidence in him, humility, love for 
him. He even saw in the perfect fulfilment of the Shari‘a a kind of 
‘annihilation’ (fand’), equivalent to that of which the sifis spoke. 
This emphasis on observing the Shari‘a was doubtless one of the 
factors behind an important work, Minhdj as-sunna an-nabawiyya, 
in which he criticized the Imamite theologian al-‘Allama al-Hilli 
(p.150 below}; his use of the methods of Kalam and acceptance of 
Mu'tazilite theses, as well as his theory of the imamate, were an- 
athema to Ibn-Taymiyya. 
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Ibn-Taymiyya’s attacks on saint-worship were linked with his 
insistence on adhering to the original forms of Islam, just as his 
attacks on philosophical conceptions were linked with his rejection 
of foreign elements. All this grew out of a realization that the con- 
crete, ‘poetical’ or ‘symbolic’ language of the Qur'an kept men closer 
to the deep springs of religious vitality than the abstractions of 
philosophical thinking. From an early period of his life he must have 
had spiritual experiences of sufficient profundity to give him confi- 
dence to adopt an independent and critical attitude towards his 
teachers and textbooks. In the simple, but by no means naive, accept- 
ance of Islamic dogma in its Qur’anic formulation he had found, in a 
form suited to his own needs, the source of real life and power; and 
the acceptance of this material was followed by constant meditation 
on it and by the effort to bring his conduct into accord with his beliefs. 

Something of this outlook and attitude Ibn-Taymiyya managed 
to convey to his followers, though none was outstanding and none 
shared his independence of mind. Nevertheless he profoundly altered 
the course of theological thought in Islam, and his influence is still 
pregnant for the future. He had the advantage of living at a period 
when Cairo, as capital of the relatively stable Mamluk state, was 
becoming one of the cultural foci of Islam in place of Baghdad, and 
when Damascus, as second Mamluk capital, was also rising in impor- 
tance. The reputation of Ibn-Taymiyya and the number of his dis- 
ciples thus ensured that Hanbalism was well represented in the new 
phase of Islamic thought brought about by the change of location 
from Baghdad. Hanbalism here gained a base—or should we say a 
beach-head ?——from which it was able to influence later centuries. 


The names are known of many Hanbalites who were the immediate 
pupils of Ibn-Taymiyya, as well as of others, scattered through the 
following centuries, who admired him and were to some extent 
influenced by him; and these were found not only in Damascus and 
Cairo but in several other centres. Most were primarily jurists. The 
only one who may be regarded as having made some contribution 
to theology was Ibn-Qayyim-al-Jawziyya (1292—1350).2 His name 
means ‘the son of the gayyim {warden ?) of the Jawziyya {college)’, 
and the only permissible shortening is to ‘Ibn-al-Qayyim’. He became 
a close disciple of Ibn-Taymiyya in 1313 after the master’s return 
from Egypt, and was thought sufficiently important to be imprisoned 
in the citadel in 1326 at the same time as Ibn-Taymiyya, though 
separately from him. He was not released until 1328 after the mas- 
ter’s death. From 1342 until his own death he taught in the Sadriyya 
madrasa. He had absorbed all Ibn-Taymiyya’s views and propagated 
them asa kind of literary executor, but he was more strongly attracted 
to sifism, and is sometimes thought to have altered his master’s later 
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works not only in language but also in sentiment. Undoubtedly, 
however, both by transmitting the works of Ibn-Taymiyya and by 
publicizing the ideas in his own works in a faultless style, he did 
much to spread and perpetuate their influence. 


The vitality imparted to Hanbalism by Ibn-Taymiyya is generally 
held to have led to the appearance in the eighteenth century of the 
Wahhabite movement.? The theological founder of this movement, 
Muhammad ibn-‘Abd-al-Wahhab (1703-92), came, like many other 
theologians, from a family which had already produced many schol- 
ars. This particular family had held posts in various small towns in 
Nejd (Central Arabia}. After preliminary studies in the oasis of al- 
‘Uyayna under his father and in Mecca, he spent some time in Medina 
as a student, and then travelled in quest of knowledge to Basra, 
Baghdad, Hamadhan, Ispahan, Damascus and Cairo. It was apparently 
at Medina that he first became aware of the importance and the 
relevance, from the point of view of his own interests, of the thought 
of Ibn-Taymiyya. From an early age he had seen the decadence of 
popular religion in Arabia and the need for a thoroughgoing reform. 
His first attempts at reform, after his return to Arabia, met with 
opposition, but in 1744 he was able to make an agreement with the 
emir (belonging to the family of Su‘tid) of the small town of Dar'‘iyya. 
Following on this agreement, and in part because of it, the dynasty of 
Su ‘tid prospered enormously, and in the opening years of the nine- 
teenth century, when they were already rulers of much of Arabia, also 
occupied Mecca and Medina. The occupation of the holy cities, 
however, by a dynasty professing Wahhabite doctrines, disturbed 
many Sunnites, and on the instructions of the Ottoman sultan an 
Egyptian army invaded Arabia (1813—18} and put an end to the 
Su ‘tdite principality for the time being. Through the dynasty’s vicis- 
situdes of fortune up to the establishment of the kingdom of Saudi 
(Su‘udi) Arabia in 1930 the association with Wahhabism remained, 
and the present kingdom is essentially a Wahhabite state. 

The theology of the Wahhdabites is characterized by Laoust as not 
so much an elaboration of the ideas of Ibn-Taymiyya but rather ‘anew 
edition of Hanbalite doctrines and of the prudent agnosticism of the 
traditional faith’. Its clearest dependence on Ibn-Taymiyya is in its 
attack on the cult of the saints and in its general insistence on areturn 
to the purity of original Islam. For the most part it is concerned 
largely with externals, like much of Islamic religious thought. It 
shows no interest in the methodology of Ibn-Taymiyya, which he 
devised in order to escape from the rigidity of the scholastic methods 
and to make possible an adaptation of Islamic truth to contemporary 
conditions. 

Beyond the world of the Arabs Wahhabism influenced certain 
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Indian Muslims in the early nineteenth century. The so-called Wah- 
habites of India are associated with an armed movement under Sayyid | 
Ahmad (1786-1831) against the Sikhs and the British. In its origins 
the movement was due to internal Indian causes, but in 1823 Sayyid 
Ahmad came under Wahhabite influence while on the pilgrimage to 
Mecca, and thereafter insisted on a reform and purification of Islam in 
accordance with Wahhabite ideas. Something of the Wahhabite spirit 
has been retained in the important theological seminary at Deoband, 
but, in contrast to Ibn-Taymiyya, it is very rigidly conservative. 

The upsurge of vitality in Hanbalism in the person of Ibn-Tay- 
miyya continues to the present time. His insistence on maintaining 
or returning to the purity of original Islam points out to the Islamic 
thinkers of today, whether professional theologians or not, the surest 
way of finding a solution to their problems. Some have in fact become 
great admirers of Ibn-Taymiyya and in particular of his methodology. 


This is a convenient point at which to mention briefly the develop- 
ment of theology prior to 1850 in the Indian subcontinent and in the 
peripheral regions of the Islamic world. Although this theology is not 
Hanbalite, it is relatively close to Hanbalism. 

The Indian subcontinent is the area beyond the heartlands where 
Islam is most deeply rooted. From the eleventh century onwards the 
names are known of Muslim scholars living in India, but in general 
they were dependent on the central stream of Islamic scholarship and 
made no original contributions. The outstanding figure up to 1850 
was Shah Wali-Allah of Delhi {1703 —62]}, roughly a contemporary of 
Muhammad ibn-‘Abd-al-Wahhab, who studied in the Hijaz under a 
number of distinguished teachers.* His outlook is described as ‘fun- 
damentalist’ in that he kept close to Quran and Hadith, but he was 
alive to the intellectual needs of the India of his time and adapted his 
teaching to meet these needs. By his writings, which were in Arabic, 
he has influenced Islamic thought in India to the present time; and 
his influence has been perpetuated by his establishment of a tradition 
of religious scholarship, centred in a school in Delhi. The leader of the 
Indian Wahhabites, Sayyid Ahmad, was a disciple of Shah Wali- 
Allah’s son, who succeeded him as head of the school. There has so far 
been no study in depth of the thought of Shah Wali-Allah in the social 
and political context of his times, and among the few scholars who 
have written briefly about him there are differences in the interpret- 
ation and assessment of his achievement. 

West Africa—in particular the Sudan in the wider sense, which is 
all the steppe country between the Sahara desert and the equatorial 
forest along the coast—was another region where Islam and Islamic 
scholarship took root at an early period. In the eighteenth and nine- 
teenth centuries religious movements of a special type developed 
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here and led to states of the form known as ‘theocracies’, in which 
political leadership derived from the religious revival. The most 
important of these was the sultanate of Sokoto, which grew out of the 
religious revival initiated by Usuman dan-Fodio {‘Uthman ibn-Fidzi} 
(1754-—1817).5 The basis of these movements was a special theo- 
logical emphasis, which was expressed in the oral teaching, poetry or 
writings of the founder. A large number of books and pamphlets by 
Usuman dan-Fodio are still extant, and even more by his disciples and 
followers. Such works cover law and ritual as well as theology, and 
the latter is relatively simple and unlikely to have much attraction 
for the more sophisticated Muslims of the heartlands. When further 
study of this material has been undertaken, it will probably be found 
to deserve a place in a general history of Islamic theology. 
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CHAPTER NINETEEN 


THE TRANSFORMATION OF SHI'ISM 


In the period between 1250 and 1850 the two main forms of Shi‘ism, 
the Im4mite and the Isma'‘ilite, underwent a complete transform- 
ation. Their main dogmatic position remained the same, but there 
was a great change in their function in the life of the Islamic com- 
munity as a whole. The Zaydite community in the Yemen main- 
tained itself, although its imamate was under a cloud from the end of 
the thirteenth century until the end of the sixteenth. It continued to 
produce some literature, but nothing, it would seem, of theological 


significance. 
{a} The Imadmites 


Until the year 1501 the Imamites were simply a theological party 
intermingled with the Sunnites in a single community of Muslims. 
There were towns where the Imamites were dominant, and others 
where they were hardly represented at all; but on the whole it is 
correct to say that the Imamites and the Sunnites were living side by 
side. Some of their theologians were in the main stream of Islamic 
thought, certainly being influenced by it and perhaps to some extent 
influencing it; like the Sunnites they were producing short creeds 
and lengthy commentaries, and introducing much philosophy into 
theology. In 1501, however, Shah Isma‘il, who was already ruler of 
much of Iran, made Imamism the official religion of his kingdom, 
The result was that Iran became almost wholly Imamite, while, 
though Imamites continued to live elsewhere, notably in Iraq, they 
were probably fewer in numbers and less dispersed. 

The most notable Imamite thinker of the thirteenth century was 
Nasir-ad-din at-Tisi (1201—74].! He has also some connections with 
Isma ‘ilism, since prior to 1256 he was for a number of years an official 
in the service of the Isma‘ilite ruler of Quhistan (a region of eastern 
Persia to the south of Khurasan }, and then subsequently resided in the 
Ismda ‘ilite ‘capital’, the fortress of Alamut; but his relation to the 
Isma‘ilites is not clear. He may have had some sympathy with their 
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views; on the other hand, Alamut in the year before its destruction 
had the reputation of cultivating ‘a broad Islamic outlook’. He is 
accused, however, of advising the Ism4 ‘ilite leader to surrender Ala- 
mut in 1256; and the surrender led to the execution of the leader and 
the massacre of his followers. Yet this, like the story of his advising 
Hulagu, the Mongol general, to put the ‘Abbasid caliph to death in 
1258, may be a libel of his opponents. What is certain is that before 
1258 he had gained the favour of Hulagu, and that for the rest of his 
life he held various high appointments in the Mongol administration. 
This may have been due in part to his skill as an astrologer, since the 
Mongols seem to have consulted him about auspicious dates for im- 
portant occasions. 

Nasir-ad-din at-Tiisi was more a philosopher than a theologian. 
Indeed he was well versed in all the Greek sciences, especially mathe- 
matics and astronomy. His philosophy was not the pure philosophy 
of Avicenna, but was ostensibly a preliminary to theology. He lived in 
much the same world of thought as Fakhr-ad-din ar-Razi (d.1209}, on 
whose Muhassal he composed a commentary, largely positive and 
expository, but where necessary showing his disagreements. This and 
other of his works were freely studied by philosophically-minded 
Sunnites; as noted above, his Persian ethical work Akhlag-i Ndsiri 
was revised and adapted for Sunnites by ad-Dawani. 

In the period up to 1500 the only other important Imamite 
theologian was a pupil of Nasir-ad-din called Ibn-al-Mutahhar al- 
Hilli, mostly known as ‘All4ma-i Hilli (1250—1325 }.2 Hilla, a town 
some 110 km south of Baghdad, was an important Imamite centre for 
centuries, and produced many noted scholars. The ‘Allama was not 
much interested in the more philosophical aspects of theology, 
though he made use of some philosophical concepts. A short creed of 
his has been translated into English, along with a fifteenth-century 
commentary, under the title Al-Babu ’I-hddi ‘ashar, ‘the eleventh 
chapter’, This is still regarded by many Imamites as one of their 
standard texts, as is also his commentary on Nasir-ad-din’s Tajrid 
al-‘aqa@ id, ‘the Summary of the Doctrines’. A less well-known work 
of his, Minhdj al-kardma, found its way into the hands of Ibn-Tay- 
miyya and influenced him considerably. It is primarily a defence of 
the Imamite theory of the imamate, but it also contains a critique of 
Sunnite jurisprudence; and to both these matters Ibn-Taymiyya 
made a vigorous response in his Minhdj as-sunna. 

About half a century later a different type of Shi‘ite theologian 
was represented by Sayyid Haydar al-Amuli, who was born in 1320 in 
Amul near the Caspian Sea, who made the pilgrimage to Mecca about 
1350, who lived at least until 1385 in various cities of Iran and Iraq, 
but whose date of death is unknown.} The distinctive character of the 
thought of al-Amuli arises from the fact that he was attracted to 
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sufism, especially as expounded in the writings of Muhyi-d-din ibn- 
al-‘Arabi, on at least one of whose books he wrote a commentary. A 
recent student of his work has concluded that his philosophico-theo- 
logical method is one of pious stifistic meditation rather than of pure 
speculation. 

With the crowning of Shah Ismda‘ll in Tabriz in 1501, steps were 
taken to make Imamism the official religion of his realm. He soon 
completed the conquest of Iran, and with the impetus derived from 
his political successes Imamism eventually became not merely the 
state religion, but in effect the only tolerated religion. In 1501, how- 
ever, Imamism was by no means the dominant religion; in Tabriz, for 
example, two-thirds of the population are said to have been Sunnites; 
and religious teachers for law and theology were apparently scarce in 
Iran, though some existed elsewhere in Imamite centres such as Hilla 
(Iraq), Bahrein and Mount ‘Amila (Lebanon). The problem of how 
Tran became almost wholly Shi‘ite and how Imamite law and theo- 
logy were elaborated is now realized to be a complex one, but scholars 
have begun to devote attention to it and in due course matters should 
become clearer. 

One of the main differences between Imamite (or Ja‘farite} juris- 
prudence and that of the Sunnites is that among Imamites duly 
qualified jurists give decisions that are based directly { that is, by their 
own arguments) on the general principles contained in Qur'an and 
Hadith, whereas among the Sunnites by the sixteenth century ( apart 
from some Hanbalites} it was held that even the most learned jurist 
had to base his decisions on those of earlier jurists. The giving of 
independent decisions was known as ijtihdd, and the person qualified 
to do so was a mujtahid. The main Sunnite position came to be 
expressed (but perhaps not until the nineteenth century] by saying 
that ‘the gate of ijtihdd is closed’. The Imamite belief in the continu- 
ing right of ijtihdd presumably helped in the adaptation of the exist- 
ing legal system to the needs of the new state; but in the last century 
the Imamites have not been noticeably more successful than Sun- 
nites in adapting their rules to modern conditions. 

The questions of ijtihdd led to a split within Imamism which 
came to be of serious proportions in the seventeenth century, though 
there are traces of it earlier. Muhammad Amin al-Astarabadhi {d. 
1624] is regarded as the leader of the attack on the mujtahids and the 
believers in ijtihdd, and the founder of the subdivision of the Imam- 
ites known as the Akhbirites.* Their distinctive view was that legal 
opinions should not be derived from general principles (usa!) by 
analogical or other reasoning, but should be based on akhbdr, ‘ac- 
counts’, of the Imams; and by this they meant primarily Hadith (of 
the Prophet) where an Imam was one in the chain of authorities, 
though other sayings of the Imams were also included. The holders of 
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the more usual Imamite views were known as Ustlites and Mujtahid- 
ites. After a century and a half of activity the Akhbarites dwindled 
away and disappeared almost completely. 

A noteworthy feature of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Iran 
was an outburst of intellectual activity in the fields of theology and 
philosophy. This did not attract much interest outside Imamite cir- 
cles, but in recent years Henry Corbin tried to bring it to the attention 
of Western scholars. 

One of the earliest theologians of this type was Baha’-ad-din 
al-‘Amili (1546-1622), mostly known in Iran as Shaykh-i-Baha’1.5 
The name al-‘Amili indicates that he came from Mount ‘Amila in 
Syria; and his father was one of the Imamite scholars who had to flee 
from Syria because the Sunnite Ottoman regime regarded al] Imam- 
ites as a ‘third column’ acting on behalf of the Safavids. Among his 
teachers in Iran was one who had been a pupil of ad-Dawani. He was a 
prolific writer on many subjects in both Arabic and Persian, and was 
noted for works not only in jurisprudence and theology but also in 
astronomy and mathematics, as well as for a literary anthology. 

Mir Damad, more fully Mir Muhammad Baqir b. Muhammad-i- 
Damad (d.1630), was born in Astarabadh, studied in Meshhed, and 
spent most of his life in Ispahan, where al-‘Amili was also active.® 
Like the latter he wrote in Arabic in many fields, including logic and 
metaphysics, and he also wrote poetry in Persian. 

A pupil of these two scholars and son-in-law of the latter was 
Sadr-ad-din Muhammad ibn-Ibrahim ash-Shirazi (d.1640}, mostly 
known as Mulla Sadra.” Born in Shiraz, he went to study in Ispahan, 
then withdrew to the neighbourhood of Qumm to live in seclusion. 
He devoted his writings chiefly to philosophy and for this reason 
incurred vehement criticism from the theologians. He is said to have 
seen Mir Damad in a dream and complained that, though their views 
were similar, he alone was attacked as an infidel, and then to have 
received the explanation that he wrote plainly for all to understand, 
whereas his teacher had written in such a way that only the philo- 
sophers could understand, not the theologians. The efforts of Max 
Horten early this century to interest Wester scholars in his philo- 
sophy did not have much success. The reason may be that the theo- 
sophical aspect of Mulla Sadra’s thought was felt to make it other 
than philosophy in the strict sense. It was in fact considerably influ- 
enced by the theosophy of Suhrawardi Maqtil {d.1191), which he 
spoke of as hikmat al-ishrdq, ‘the philosophy of illumination’. An- 
other similar influence was that of Muhyi-d-din ibn-al-‘Arabi (d. 
1240}, but further study is required to determine the relative impor- 
tance of these two influences. 

The mystical element found in Mulla Sadra i is present to an even 
greater extent in the writings of Mulla Muhsin-i-Fayd al-Kashi or 
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al-Kashani (d.1679).8 Though a pupil and son-in-law of Mulla Sadra, 
he showed much less interest in philosophy than in mysticism. In 
contrast to him another pupil and son-in-law followed rather the 
philosophical side of Mulla Sadra. This was al-Lahiji (Mulla “Abd-ar- 
Razzaq), the date of whose death varies between 1640 and 1670.9 A 
work of his commenting on Tajrid al-‘aqd@ id of Nasir-ad-din at-Tiusi 
was studied by Max Horten. 

This period of the flowering of theosophical philosophy came to 
an end about this point. It is usually held, however, that about two 
centuries later the tradition of Mulla Sadra was revived by another 
thinker, Hajjt Mulla Hadi as-Sabzawari (1797-—1878)].!° In a recent 
scholarly edition of one of his works Toyohiko Izutsu contributes a 
long introduction in English on "The Fundamental Structure of Sab- 
zawari’s Metaphysics’. 

The thought of Mulla Sadra was also influential in a slightly 
different direction, namely, in the development of Shaykhism. This 
was the movement founded by Shaykh Ahmad al-Ahsai (1753- 
1826}, an Arab from al-Ahsa’ who spent most of his life in Iraq and 
Iran. 11 He was widely respected as a religious thinker, but towards the 
end of his life was criticized by the Imamite mujtahids and excom- 
municated, apparently because he was alleged to believe in a purely 
spiritual and incorporeal resurrection. He attached great importance 
to the Imams in his metaphysics, regarding them as hypostases of the 
supreme Being. In the end Shaykhism became very different from the 
philosphy of Mulla Sadra and contributed to the emergence of Babism 
and Baha’ism, which developed into separate religions. 

The most interesting aspect of Imamite thought in recent cen- 
turies is undoubtedly the philosophical movement round Mulla 
Sadra, but it is difficult to make an objective assessment of it. Iranian 
scholars, supported by enthusiasts like Henry Corbin, have tried to 
convince the world of the importance of the Iranian national contri- 
bution to world philosophy; but the world has not yet been con- 
vinced, and has seen the Iranian achievement not as philosophy and 
metaphysics in an Aristotelian sense but as a kind of late-classical 
sapientia or ‘theosophy’ comparable to that of Proclus and Iamb- 
lichus. This has deterred general philosophers from studying it. In the 
future, however, if, as is not impossible, the concepts of incarnation 
and christology come to attract the attention of general philosophers, 
they will find useful parallels and resemblances in the imamology of 
the Imamite ‘philosophers’. 


(b) the Ismd ‘ilites 


The transformation of Isma‘ilism may be dealt with more briefly.12 
The fall of Alamut to the Mongols in 1256 was followed by mas- 
sacres, but many Ismda‘ilites survived and the son of the last imam 
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was preserved safely in hiding. The subsequent history is complex 
and is adequately known in general outline, but it is political rather 
than theological, and so need not be described in detail here. The 
division, already mentioned, which took place in 1094, into Nizarites 
and Musta‘lians has persisted, and each group has become further 
subdivided, though some of the subdivisions are now of slight impor- 
tance, and there have also been amalgamations. The Musta‘lians 
disappeared from Egypt and came to have their main base first in 
the Yemen and then in Gujerat. The Nizarites, though maintaining 
themselves in Syria and Iran, eventually also came to be strongest in 
India (where Ism4 ‘lite propaganda had begun in the ninth century). 
The main body of the Nizarites is now the community which has as 
its head the Aga Khan. Theological writing has mostly been the work 
of the Imams, and some idea may be gained of its quality and content 
from a short Persian treatise, composed by a son of the 47th Imam 
who died prematurely in 1885, which was published with an English 
translation by W.Ivanow. | 

The most interesting thing about the Nizarites is the transform- 
ation of their community. Their Isma‘ilism, which was at one time 
the revolutionary faith of rebellious mountaineers, has become the 
binding force of a closely knit and prosperous community of mer- 
chants and men in other urban or industrial occupations. Under the 
leadership of recent Imams they have given other Muslims an ex- 
ample of how Islamic faith may be adapted to the modern world and 
may lead to effective action in it. | 
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Part Five 
THE MODERN PERIOD 


CHAPTER TWENTY 


THE THEOLOGICAL RESPONSE TO THE 
IMPACT OF THE WEST 


The aim of this chapter is to indicate the various intellectual aspects 
of the Islamic response to the impact of Europe and more generally of 
the West.! No attempt will be made, however, to describe all this in 
detail, since that has been done for the period up to about 1965 by 
Kenneth Cragg in the volume Counsels in Contermporary [slam in 
the present series. What will be attempted is to give a general picture 
of the lines along which Muslim intellectuals are trying to meet the 
challenge presented to them by the West. In all this there is little 
theology in an academic sense, and virtually no philosophy. 

In so far as moder European culture is an expression of the 
Greek spirit, the impact of Europe on the Islamic world might be 
called ‘the third wave of Hellenism’. Such a term, however, would ob- 
scure important differences between the present situation and those 
referred to as the first two waves. In the previous cases the impact was 
mainly intellectual, though the bearers of the alien intellectual cul- 
ture were mixed with the Muslim inhabitants of the caliphate. The 
present impact of Europe, on the other hand, has been much more 
than intellectual. It began with commercial dealings in the easterly 
regions of the Islamic world after the discovery of the route to India by 
Vasco da Gama in 1498. Commerce eventually led to political inter- 
ference and then to political domination. With the expedition of 
Napoleon to Egypt in 1798 the Ottoman and Persian empires began to 
feel the full impact of Europe; and commercial and political pene- 
tration were soon supported by financial operations. It is hardly too 
much to say that when the new educated classes in the various 
Islamic countries came to an awareness of their position in the 
modem world, their countries were already inextricably entangled in 
the web of international finance. Extended visits to Europe by stu- 
dents, translations of European books, and the showing of American 
and European films meant that traditional Islamic culture could not 
avoid confrontation with an alien social structure and way of life. 
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Another difference was that there was now an element of dis- 
continuity in the intellectual sphere. The Greek philosophical ideas 
and methods which came in with al-Ghazali in the ‘second wave’ 
were a further instalment of what had been brought in by the first 
enthusiasts for Hellenism. The achievement of theologians like the 
Mu‘tazilites and then the Ash‘arites had been to express Islamic 
doctrine in terms of the most advanced intellectual culture of the 
times. By the nineteenth century, however, in the Sunnite Islamic 
world there was no cultivation of philosophy except by the theo- 
logians. There was no ‘secular’ philosophical thinking, and no contact 
between Islamic theology and any other living tradition of thought, 
religious or secular. Meanwhile there had appeared in Europe a com- 
plete new universe of philosophical discourse. The achievement of 
medieval Christian scholasticism, especially Thomism, might be 
regarded as comparable to that of the Ash‘arites and other philo- 
sophical theologians of Islam; but when the scholastics tried to erect 
barriers against the new currents of creative intellectual activity, 
these were swept away, and the mind of European man came to be 
dominated by the modern philosophical outlook, formed on the one 
hand by the Continental philosophers from Descartes to Kant and 
Hegel and on the other by the British empiricists. If Islamic theology 
was to come to terms with this pluriform modern ‘secular’ philo- 
sophy, it could only be by radical changes of attitude. 

The problems raised by the impact of Europe on the Islamic 
world may be considered here under three heads. First, much of the 
Islamic world had become politically or economically dependent on 
Europe and the West, so that political and economic independence 
was a primary aim for many Muslims. Secondly, contacts with the 
West and the acceptance of the products of Western technology had 
led to many subtle changes in Islamic society, while many Muslims 
were being attracted by the secular forms of thought in the West, 
including its science. Thirdly, some of the attitudes found among 
Western colonialists had given many Muslims a feeling of inferiority. 
In the Muslim response to the total impact of the West political 
factors were prominent, but these will only be incidentally described 
here, and attention will be focused on the intellectual factors. 

Already before 1850 there were signs among the traditional Is- 
lamic religious scholars of a conservative withdrawal into their own 
ivory tower and an unwillingness to lear from foreigners and non- 
Muslims. As Muslim rulers, such as Muhammad ‘Ali in Egypt in the 
early nineteenth century, realized their military inferiority to the 
Europeans, they decided that it was necessary to have an army on the 
European model, and that for this their officers must have some 
education of a European type. They also realized that, because of the 
attitude of the religious scholars, they could not achieve this within 
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the existing educational institutions, and so they imported European 
teachers and set up new institutions. From such beginnings there 
developed in many Islamic countries a complete system of Western 
education, stretching by the early twentieth century from primary 
schools to universities. Meanwhile the religious leaders showed no 
interest in the new education, and alongside the new system allowed 
the old to continue without even a change of curriculum, with its 
Quran-schools in the villages and its traditional-type universities 
like al-Azhar in Cairo. 

One result of having two educational systems functioning side 
by side was to create two different classes of intellectuals—the old- 
fashioned religious intellectuals or ulema and the new Western-edu- 
cated intellectuals. Another result was a great loss of power and 
influence by the ulema as an ever-increasing proportion of young 
people attended the Western-type institutions. Up to about 1850 in 
the Ottoman empire the religious institution, which was hierarchi- 
cally organized under its head, the Shaykh al-Islam, had complete 
control of all higher education and all administration of justice and 
the formulation of new legal rules ; but its conservatism in education 
lost it most of its power in that sphere, as Western-type institutions 
superseded the traditional ones; and a similar conservatism in the 
legal sphere led the sultans to make extensive use of supplementary 
legal codes and, to administer these, new types of lawcourt in which 
traditionally trained lawyers were not qualified to serve. Something 
similar happened in most Islamic countries. 

In India the British authorities introduced Western-type edu- 
cation, partly in order to provide junior personnel for the adminis- 
tration, but, while the Hindus made the most of the opportunities, 
the Muslims kept suspiciously aloof. This led to a deterioration in the 
general position of the Muslims compared with that of the Hindus, 
and that was one of the factors leading to the—largely Muslim— 
Indian Mutiny of 1857. The Muslims, in even greater gloom after 
their defeat, were roused from their pessimism and inactivity by 
Sayyid (Syed) Ahmad Khan, among others. He persuaded thern to 
accept Western education for their children and to co-operate with 
the British, and his efforts led to the foundation of a college, which 
eventually became the University of Aligarh, in which the new type 
of education was combined with adherence to Islamic doctrine. One 
of his associates was Ameer Ali, whose book The Spirit of Islam has 
had a wide and continuing influence. The writer’s aim was to show 
that Islam had all the values of nineteenth-century European liberal- 
ism, thus trying to improve the perception of Islam by the rest of the 
world and also helping Muslims to get rid of their sense of inferiority. 

By the twentieth century most Muslims wanted independence 
and not co-operation with the colonialists, but acceptance of Western 
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ideas and ideals (outside the sphere of religion) has been character- 
istic of many ‘secular’ Muslim intellectuals and statesmen. Leading 
statesmen in particular, who have frequent contacts with Western 
colleagues, come to think in similar terms to the latter, and make use 
of Western political ideas to guide their political activities. Some 
have been attracted even to aspects of fascism and Marxism. They 
have mostly resisted the demands of the ulema for further implemen- 
tation of the Shari‘a, but in the religious sphere they have adhered to 
Islamic doctrine, even though some may have found it difficult to 
combine this with their general westernized outlook. 

In the long struggle for independence some groups brought in an 
Islamic element, and argued that for its full expression Islam required 
statehood. Thus Islam was made both a reason for independence and 
also a programme for an independent state. Such was the attitude of 
the Muslim Brotherhood (| Al-Ikhwan al-Muslimiin) in Egypt and, 
with some variants, that of Mawdoodi and the JamA‘at-i-Islami in 
India. Both these movements, however, had a programme going be- 
yond the mere return to original Islam and envisaging some reform- 
ing measures, though on an Islamic basis (that is, in accordance with 
the Shari‘a}. 

These two movements may be regarded as premonitions of the 
Islamic resurgence or revival which has been a feature of the last 
decade or two. They doubtless contributed something to the resur- 
gence, though they are somewhat aloof from its most recent mani- 
festations. The basic reason for the resurgence is the rapid social 
change experienced by all Islamic societies, and the feeling of anxiety 
resulting from this change. The change has come about partly through 
the spread of Western ideas, and partly through the acceptance by 
Muslims of the products of Western technology—Western forms of 
transport, Western military weaponry, Western food, Western dress, 
Western entertainment, and so on. The acceptance of such things in 
vast quantities inevitably disrupts the social structure, for some 
groups lose their livelihood while others prosper. In some cases 
people feel they are ceasing to be Muslims and are becoming Wester- 
ners, and indeed some want to be exactly like Westerners at least in 
respect of the material side of life. So the demand for a return to the 
original Islam of the Prophet and the earliest Muslims is accompanied 
by special emphasis on the things which signify the distinctive Mus- 
lim identity—no alcohol, no usury and the veil for women. Insistence 
on these makes Muslims obviously different from Westerners. It is 
often suggested that such a retum to the original Islam, if carried out, 
will solve all the problems of the world at the present time, but such 
evidence as there is seems to show that this is romantic and unreal- 
istic. The main thrust of the resurgence is the reassertion of Muslim 
identity, and it is seldom associated with serious attempts to deal 
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with contemporary social problems. 

In most countries the ulema or religious scholars are in sympathy 
with the resurgence ; they themselves feel the same anxiety, and in 
addition are aware of their own loss of power and influence. They try 
to persuade the statesmen—in Pakistan, for example—that all legis- 
lation should go before a committee of ulema to decide whether it is 
in accordance with the Shari‘a; but the statesmen resist such propo- 
sals since they realize that the ulema have no detailed knowledge of 
the working of a modern state. Clearly, if all legislation must be 
declared to be in accordance with the Shari‘a, then the ulema, as the 
only accredited interpreters of the Shari'a, will have regained much of 
their lost power. This, of course, is what has happened in Iran, but, 
because of differences in the situation, it is unlikely that the ulema in 
Sunnite countries will be able to repeat the success of their Iranian 
brothers. 

Iran became an extreme example of westernization because of 
the great wealth derived from oil and the driving force of the Pahlevi 
Shahs. The changes had been so rapid and so extensive, however, that 
there were many groups of discontented persons ready to listen to a 
vigorous and persuasive leader. That leader appeared in the Imam 
Khomeini, and in 1979 the Shah fled and the Islamic Republic of Iran 
was established. It has to be remembered, however, that in Iran the 
corps of ulema or religious institution was in a specially strong 
position because Imamite Shi‘ism was the official religion. This 
meant that in theory the mullahs (as the ulema were usually called in 
Iran} were the representatives of the hidden Imam and in a sense 
above the Shah. For at least two centuries they had been endeavour- 
ing to increase their power and, when there was a favourable oppor- 
tunity, had supported the ordinary people against oppressive rulers. 
Moreover they had managed to achieve some financial independence 
of the state, because they received certain religious taxes directly 
from the people and their careers were not controlled by the Shah. At 
the moment of writing (Spring 1983) it is impossible to say what the 
final outcome will be of this resurgence of Iranian Islam. It has 
achieved much, but many of the leaders have virtually no experience 
of life outside an Islamic enclave. 

In all the events of the last century academic theology has played 
only a slight part. The intellectual debates of previous centuries were 
largely irrelevant to contemporary problems. Basic Islamic dogma, of 
course, has continued to be prominent, and there has been a strong 
reaffirmation of those aspects at least with a bearing on social and 
political action. By way of exception there were two important at- 
tempts to present a defence of Islamic doctrine in terms of modern 
Western thought. The earlier of these was Risdlat at-tawhid by the 
Egyptian Muhammad ‘Abduh (1849-1905 J, first published in 1897.? 
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It is areasoned apologetic for the main Islamic doctrines, addressed to 
Western-educated men, both Muslims and others. The author main- 
tains, however, that reason has only a restricted competence in the 
field of theology and that acceptance of revelation must be central. In 
this way many problems are left aside. In itself this was a notable 
beginning but it was not followed up. 

Very different was The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in 
Islam by Mohammad Iqbal {1876—1938), based on lectures first 
delivered in 1928 and published in 1934.3 Where the Egyptian had 
written in terms of a fairly general form of modern thought, Iqbal was 
under the spell of recent and contemporary thinkers such as Bergson, 
Nietzsche and even Freud. Kenneth Cragg speaks of this book as ‘a 
Muslim’s ventures in religious speculation’ and ‘the most ambitious 
and inventive adaptation of dogma attempted by a Muslim’. Iqbal’s 
forceful personality and the expression of it in his poems helped to 
rouse Muslims to political and social activity, but the time was not 
ripe for further theological speculation. 

Mention must also be made of The Tarjumdn al-Qur dn of Maw- 
lana Abul Kalam Azad (1888~—1958), the first part of which appeared 
in Urdu in 1930 though he had been working on it for at least a dozen 
years previously.* Though this work is primarily a commentary on 
the Quran, it contains long theological discussions, especially in the 
first volume which is devoted to Sura 1 (al-Fatiha). An interesting 
point is his attitude to other religions. He was one of the Muslim 
leaders opposed to a separate Pakistan and ready to live in a state in 
which Muslims and Hindus both participated on a footing of equality, 
and so it is not surprising to find that he holds ‘that all religions are 
true in their primary form, though their adherents have often deviated 
from this form. True belief about God and the universe is found in the 
Qur'an, but only when traditional interpretations are left aside and 
the Qur'an is allowed to speak for itself. The Mawlana leaves many 
questions unanswered and some not even raised, but to those who 
live in a world where there is a meeting of religions he has shown a 
way of handling the problems this creates. 

When the last decade or two are considered it is seen that many 
younger Western-educated Muslim intellectuals have been and are 
working at the expression of Islamic faith and practice in terms 
appropriate to the modern world with its many intellectual, cultural, 
social and political problems. This effort takes many forms. Some are 
chiefly interested in political activity and social reform. Others are 
concerned to apply contemporary literary and philological criticism 
to the study of the Qur'an, and historical criticism to the study of 
early Islamic history. Many think it important to engage in dialogue 
with Christians, because they realize that there is a sense in which all 
believers in God are engaged in a common struggle against material- 
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ism, atheistic humanism and other anti-religious forces. So far no 
one thinker has stood out above the rest, but this liberalizing move- 
ment is making progress, even if slowly. It has, of course, to contend 
with the dead-weight of the religious establishment, which has 
gained much popular support as a result of the resurgence. The 
liberalizing movement, on the other hand, includes not merely think- 
ers and writers, but also active statesmen and others in positions of 
power, so that its future prospects are good. It would not be surprising 
if before the end of the century some important new names had come 
to the fore in the field of Islamic theology. 


NOTES 

1. General accounts: H. A. R. Gibb, Modern Trends in Islam, Chicago 
1947; Wilfred Cantwell Smith, Modem Islam in India, London 
1946, etc.; do., Islam in Modern History, Princeton 1957 ; Kenneth 

_ Cragg, Counsels in Contemporary Islam, Edinburgh 1965, with an 
extensive bibliography; G. E. von Grunebaum, Modern Islam: The 
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2. Muhammad ‘Abduh: Charles C. Adams, Islam and Modernism in 
Egypt, London 1933, a study of Muhammad ‘Abduh and his fol- 
lowers : Ishaq Musa’ad and Kenneth Cragg, The Theology of Unity, 
London 1965, translation of Risdlat at-tawbid. 

3. Iqbal: Iqbal, The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam, 
London 1934; Annemarie Schimmel, Gabriel’s Wing, Leiden 1963, 
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EI2, art. Ikbal; Cragg, Counsels (n.1), 48-66. 

4. Abul Kalam Azad: The Tarjuman al-Qur’an, tr. Syed Abdul Latif, 
London 1965 (vol.1}, 1967 (vol.2); EJ?, Supp., art. Azad, Abu ‘)- 
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Al-‘Agida an-Nizamiyya, 82 

Aramaeans, 15, 18, 33 

Aristotle, Aristotelianism, 38, 40, 42, 
53, 69, 71-3, 90, 91, II7, 119 

Amnaldez, Roger, 113 

Asas at-ta’wil, 127 

al-Ash‘ari, 51, 52, 57, 59, 64-8, 77, 83, 
105, 107 

Ash‘arites, Ash‘arism, vii, 29, 42, 46, 
$4, 64, 67, 75-83, 85-96, 98-9, 
IOI, 104, 105, 107, I14, I1§, II9, 
136-41, 142, 143, 158 

al-asm@ al-husnd, 48 

AsSassins, 125 

astrology, 41, 143, 150 

atomism, 53, 54, 76 

Avempace, I16 

Averroes, 91, I16, II7-19 

Averroism, I19 

Avicenna, 69, 71-3, 83, 86, 90, 91, 93, 


94 
‘Awasim al-gawdsim, I15 
Ayyubids, 103, 143 
Azad, Abul Kalam, 162 
Azraqites (Azariga}, 8-10 


Babism, 153 

Al-Babu’l-hadi ‘ashar, 150 
al-Baghdadi, 80 

Baha’-ad-din al-‘Amili, 152 
Baha’ism, 153 

al-Bajiiri, 140 

al-Baqillani, 62, 76-9, 80, 82, 83, 107 


Barahima, 77 

Barkiyarugq, 89 

Barmak, Barmakids, 33, 42, 43, 47, 
$3 

batin, 113, 126 

Batinites, 126, 130 

al-Baydawi, 137 

al-Bayhaqi, 80-1 

al-Bayjuri, 140 

bayt al-hikma, 38 

Beginning of Guidance, The, 89 

Berbers, 112, 15, I16 

Bergson, H. L., 162 

bid“a, 19 

Bidayat al-hidaya, 89, 92 

Birgevi (Birgili}, 139-40 

Bishr ibn-al-Mu‘tamir, 47, 48, 53 

Bokhtishti’, 38 

Bonaparte, Napoleon, 157 

Brahmins, 77 

Brethren of Purity, see Ikhwan as- 
Safa’ 

British East India Company, 134 

Brockelmann, Carl, vii, 139 

Buddhists, 42 

al-Bukhari, 57 

Buwayhids (Buyids), 61, 70, 72, 76, 
77,99, 100, IOI, 106 

Byzantines, I, 7 


caliphate, 26-7, 33, 49 

Carmathians, 124 

charismata, 3-5, 16, I7 
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